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City looking at refinancing WRS debt
By Kyle Rogers
RIVER NEWS REPORTER

City of Rhinelander offi-
cials have several goals set
out as they begin weekly
meetings next month to pre-
pare the 2014 budget. Some
go without saying, such as
avoiding a tax increase.
Others are an attempt to
address a specific issue, such
as the nearly $900,000 of
debt owed to the general
fund by the golf course. To
keep that deficit from grow-
ing, officials are focused on
keeping golf course opera-
tions at the break-even
point.

There is yet another grow-
ing debt in the $1 million
range that the city hopes to
begin addressing in the
upcoming budget cycle as
well — its outstanding
Wisconsin Retirement

System (WRS) liability.
Alderman Alex Young

said it’s something he has
brought up in the past and
the city’s auditors regularly
highlight it as an issue in
annual reports. But to date,
no action has
been taken.

The prob-
lem? The
city’s WRS
debt sits at
approximately
$1.2 million
with annual
interest rates
between 7 and
8 percent. The
interest charged in 2012 was
$81,000 and since the city’s
annual payments on the debt
have not even covered the
interest, the debt is only

growing.
“It’s like making the mini-

mum payment on a credit
card,” Young said.

Young said he wants to
first see the debt refinanced
at a lower interest rate. It’s
something other local gov-
ernments and school dis-
tricts have done in recent
years.

“It’s quite a bit higher than
the other borrowing we do,”
Young said.

Whether it’s through the
sale of municipal bonds or a
state trust fund loan, the city
has typically locked into
interest rates in the 2 to 3
percent range. Compare that
to the WRS debt where the
city is being charged 7.8 per-
cent interest this year.

“We could save taxpayers

quite a bit on the interest,”
Young said. “One thing that
makes it a little out of sight,
out of mind is our payments
on (the debt) come on the
same bill as our regular, cur-
rent WRS contributions. So
nobody really sees the inter-
est we pay. I’ve brought it
up the last five or six years.
It’s been listed as something
we should look at in our
audit report.”

This year could finally be
the time. City Administrator
Blaine Oborn has said he will
work with the city’s finan-
cial advisor Sean Lentz to
bring a WRS debt refinanc-
ing proposal for officials’
consideration during 2014
budget discussions.

See Debt, Page 10A
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The “Rub-a-dub-dub, Four Mud Ducks in a Tub” team show off their homemade boat during the Polish Regatta at Pitlik’s Sand
Beach Resort Saturday.

By Kyle Rogers
RIVER NEWS REPORTER

Last year, the Rhinelander
Police Department’s K-9 offi-
cer, Drago, was involved in a
case where investigators
seized more than $100,000
that was part of a cross-coun-
try drug trafficking opera-
tion.

More than a year later,
Drago’s drug sniffing
prowess that April morning
— when he alerted to the odor
of drugs on a package set to
be shipped to Oregon — is
about to net him and his han-
dler, Sgt. Angela Mertz, a
brand-new 2013 Chevrolet
Impala free of any local tax
dollars.

It’s a prime example of how
Department of Justice (DOJ)
asset seizures can trickle
down and help a local agency
— particularly in a time of
tight budgets when finding a
way to make large capital
purchases (i.e. a new vehicle)
can be difficult.

“It’s not an account that
really grows,” Rhinelander
Police Chief Mike Steffes said
of his department’s cut of DOJ
funds. “We get pennies to the
dollar. So unless there’s a sub-
stantial (drug money) find, it’s
an account that can’t be used
very often. We were fortu-
nate that we had a large find
last year just before all the K9
vehicle issues. Since I’ve been
here, it will be our largest
purchase (with DOJ seizure
funds).”

The DOJ’s asset forfeiture
program was established in
1984. Since then nearly $6 bil-
lion in proceeds from seized
assets have been shared with
state and local law enforce-
ment agencies. Last year,
local agencies received more
than $600 million through the
program.

“The idea is to encourage
cooperation among agencies,”
said Oneida County Chief
Deputy John Sweeney, who
administers the locally seized
assets that run through the
DOJ’s program. “It’s also to
remove ill-gotten assets in
order to support worthy pro-
grams.”

See Drago, Page 10A
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As bid lawsuit lingers, costs could mount
By Jonathan Anderson

OF THE LAKELAND TIMES

When Jim Tyler and Nicholas
Schreurs sued Oneida County in July
over a bid award for roadwork on
County Highway Y, they alleged in
court documents that the suit was
intended to save taxpayers’ money.

It could do the opposite.
More than a month after the lawsuit

was filed, Oneida County officials say
the case, and the delay it has caused
on the Hwy. Y project, could lead to
costs that far exceed whatever savings
Tyler and Schreurs were hoping to
find.

Oneida County Circuit Court Judge
Michael Bloom issued a temporary
injunction against the county in July,
halting the project until the case is
resolved.

“The time frame of this project being
pushed back is hurting the highway

department tremendously,” highway
commissioner Freeman Bennett said.
“It pains me to be in the position where
I have money to fix a road that’s in
need of repair and I can’t do it.”

At a public works
committee meeting last
week, Bennett cited an
array of factors that
could increase the cost
of the roadwork.

One such expense is
almost certain:
Approximately $13,000
to patch a section of
gravel on Hwy. Y
where a culvert was
recently replaced. That

job was slated for Monday, according
to Bennett, who said he wanted the
patchwork done before the Tomahawk
Fall Ride for MDA –– a popular motor-
cycle ride in September. The route for
that ride uses Hwy. Y, Bennett said.

Other expenses are less assured.
About $250,000 of state funding is

potentially on the line, Bennett said.
That money was part of the original
budget for the Hwy. Y project. The
county has asked the state department
of transportation whether the road-
work needs to be completed by a spe-
cific date to receive the money. The
DOT has not yet responded, according
to corporation counsel Brian Desmond.

Desmond has asked that if the coun-
ty loses the state money, the plaintiffs
should be required to post a bond for
the amount lost. Bloom has not ruled
on that request, but said if the county
loses the state money and prevails in
the suit, the court could assess the
bond.

One of the core cost-saving factors
in the bid process may also be affected
because of the delay: trucking costs.

See Lawsuit, Page 10A
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Considerable interest savings could be realized

By Marcus Nesemann
RIVER NEWS REPORTER

When summer begins to
wind down and the calendar
turns to August, the people
of Sugar Camp know it’s
time for the Polish Regatta.

Pitlik’s Sand Beach Resort
has hosted the “almost annu-
al” Polish Regatta since 2000.
It started as a goofy idea
cooked up by a group of
friends, a way for the people
of Sugar Camp to come
together for a day of laugh-
ter and nonsense,  

In the early days the

Regatta was little more than
a homemade boat race with
one obstacle course-style land
event to determine the poll
positions. 13 years later it has
become a day-long spectacle
that draws people from all
over the Midwest to the
Northwoods for games, fun,
food and drink.

The goal of the event is
simple, according to emcee
and event organizer Gary
Pitlik, to have a good time.

“We do it for the simple
fact, just for one day, to get
people to smile and laugh. To
hell with everything else. Just

for this one day, people want
to come out to have a good
time, enjoy some food and
beverages and laugh at the
goofiness that surrounds
them,” he said. “I can guaran-
tee it, nobody walks out of
here without smiling and
laughing at least once. That’s
what we’re here for.”

The event is so much fun,
spectators often turn into
competitors.

“You watch the events and
see how much fun everyone’s
having and it makes you
want to join in,” Pitlik said.
“We have regulars that come

back each year, but then
there’s always new teams
showing up after seeing how
much fun people are having.”

One of the new teams this
year was “Old McDonald’s
Farm.”

The group of four arrived
Friday and were hanging out
in the bar that evening when
they noticed a poster for the
event. They started a conver-
sation with some other
patrons who relayed fantas-
tic stories about the Regatta
and the hilarity that sur-
rounds it.

See Regatta, Page 10A

Polish Regatta brings the funny: Sugar Camp 
boat race a unique and hilarious summer tradition
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