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Columbia (County of) WI
Update to credit analysis

Summary
Columbia County, WI's (Aa1) strong credit profile is characterized by solid operating reserves
and liquidity, offsetting its limited revenue raising ability. The county's debt and pension
burdens are modest, as are fixed costs. The tax base continues to experience steady growth,
but is small for the rating category.

Credit strengths

» Strong operating fund balance and liquidity

» Modest debt burden with rapid principal amortization

Credit challenges

» State imposed levy limits restrict revenue raising flexibility

» Small tax base compared to similarly rated credits

Rating outlook
Outlooks are usually not assigned to local government credits with this amount of debt.

Factor that could lead to an upgrade

» Material expansion of the county's tax base coupled with significant strengthening of
socioeconomic characteristics

Factors that could lead to a downgrade

» Narrowing of operating reserves or liquidity

» Increased leverage

https://www.surveygizmo.com/s3/1133212/Rate-this-research?pubid=PBM_1142596
https://www.moodys.com/credit-ratings/Columbia-County-of-WI-credit-rating-600028007
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Key indicators

Exhibit 1

Columbia (County of) WI 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Economy/Tax Base

Total Full Value ($000) $4,756,930 $4,858,148 $4,988,178 $5,138,031 $5,350,207 

Population               56,647               56,659               56,607               56,650               57,053 

Full Value Per Capita $83,975 $85,744 $88,119 $90,698 $93,776 

Median Family Income (% of US Median) 108.5% 109.6% 109.2% 108.5% 108.5%

Finances

Operating Revenue ($000) $44,140 $45,632 $47,309 $50,120 $51,890 

Fund Balance ($000) $26,602 $27,343 $30,006 $30,452 $32,423 

Cash Balance ($000) $35,283 $37,748 $40,228 $42,889 $41,982 

Fund Balance as a % of Revenues 60.3% 59.9% 63.4% 60.8% 62.5%

Cash Balance as a % of Revenues 79.9% 82.7% 85.0% 85.6% 80.9%

Debt/Pensions

Net Direct Debt ($000) $23,498 $20,861 $27,962 $60,742 $57,920 

3-Year Average of Moody's ANPL ($000) $13,176 $22,770 $35,591 $55,118 $61,751 

Net Direct Debt / Full Value (%) 0.5% 0.4% 0.6% 1.2% 1.1%

Net Direct Debt / Operating Revenues (x) 0.5x 0.5x 0.6x 1.2x 1.1x

Moody's - adjusted Net Pension Liability (3-yr average) to Full Value (%) 0.3% 0.5% 0.7% 1.1% 1.2%

Moody's - adjusted Net Pension Liability (3-yr average) to Revenues (x) 0.3x 0.5x 0.8x 1.1x 1.2x

Source: Moody's Investors Service, the county's audited financial statements, US Census Bureau

Profile
Columbia County is located in south central Wisconsin (Aa1 stable), approximately 25 miles north of Madison (Aaa negative). It
encompasses 774 square miles and provides a broad range of municipal services to 57,125 residents.

Detailed credit considerations
Economy and tax base: large tax base north of Madison
Columbia County’s tax base is expected to remain stable given its proximity to employment opportunities within the Madison
metropolitan area and modest development throughout the county. The $5.5 billion tax base is predominantly residential (72.2%
of 2018 equalized value) with a notable commercial component (12.4%), and has averaged annual growth of 3.1% between 2013
and 2018. Major employers include Divine Savior Healthcare (905 employees), the county (598 employees) and American Packaging
Corp. (500 employees), which announced plans to move its headquarters to Columbia County earlier this year. The county also has an
established leisure and hospitality sector centered in the Wisconsin Dells area. County unemployment was a modest 2.6% as of August
2018, below both the state (3.1%) and nation (3.9%) for the same time period. Resident income levels are slightly above average, with
median family income estimated at 108.5% of the US median.

Financial operations and reserves: healthy financial position
The county's financial profile will remain sound given proactive management and the maintenance of strong reserves. The county
closed fiscal 2017 with an available operating fund (general, health and human services and debt service funds) balance of $32.4
million, or a solid 62.5% of revenue. The fiscal 2018 budget includes a $1.5 million use of reserves, though officials note that to date,
favorable variances in sales tax revenues and an increase in license and permit fees will offset a portion of the budgeted draw. Given the
county's history of positive budget to actual results, we anticipate fiscal 2018 will close with essentially balanced operations.

This publication does not announce a credit rating action. For any credit ratings referenced in this publication, please see the ratings tab on the issuer/entity page on
www.moodys.com for the most updated credit rating action information and rating history.
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Property taxes are the largest source of operating fund revenue at 42.3%, followed by intergovernmental revenues at 28.9%. The
county also levies a 0.5% local option sales tax which accounted for 9.4% of revenues. Growth in sales tax receipts has averaged steady
annual growth of 5.3% between 2012 and 2017.

LIQUIDITY
The county closed fiscal 2017 with a net cash position of $42 million, or a strong 80.9% of operating revenues.

Debt and pensions: modest debt and pension burdens
The county's long-term leverage will remain manageable due to limited future borrowing plans, though the pension burden will
continue to grow. Following an upcoming sale, Columbia's direct debt burden will be a modest 1% of full valuation and 1.1x operating
revenue. Management is considering issuing additional debt in 2019 for refunding and upgrades to public safety systems, though an
amount has not yet been determined.

Columbia County participates in the Wisconsin Retirement System (WRS), a statewide cost sharing plan. Employer contributions
to WRS in fiscal 2017 were $1.8 million, or a low 3.5% of operating revenue. Fixed costs, inclusive of debt service and pension
contributions, comprised a modest 12.3% of fiscal 2017 operating revenue.

DEBT STRUCTURE
All of the county's debt is fixed rate. Amortization is rapid with 93.2% of principal retired within ten years.

DEBT-RELATED DERIVATIVES
The county has no exposure to any debt-related derivatives.

PENSIONS AND OPEB
Moody’s adjusted net pension liability (ANPL) for the county, under our methodology for adjusting reported pension data, was $60.9
million in fiscal 2017, up from the fiscal 2015 ANPL of $55.2 million. The increase in the metric reflects various factors, including plan
asset underperformance relative to plan assumptions, and the decline in the market-based interest rate we use to calculate the ANPL.
Despite the increase in ANPL, the county's three-year average ANPL remains moderate at 1.2x operating revenue and 1.1% of full value.

In addition to using a market-based interest rate to value accrued liabilitites, the ANPL reflects the allocation of WRS liabilities to
participating employers, which is a required reporting standard under GASB effective fiscal 2015. The ANPL is not intended to replace
the county's reported liability information but is used to enhance comparability with other rated entities.

Columbia County offers other post-employment benefits (OPEB) to retirees through a single-employer defined benefit plan. This
liability consists of an implicit rate subsidy and is funded on a pay-as-you-go basis, with contributions of $127,000 in fiscal 2017. As of
January 1, 2017, the most recent actuarial valuation date, the county's unfunded actuarial accrued liability (UAAL) totaled $4 million,
equivalent to less than 0.1x operating revenue.

Management and governance: moderate institutional framework
County management is strong, employing a multi-year capital plan and maintenance of strong reserves. The county's fund balance
policy is to maintain unrestricted general fund reserves between 17% and 25% of budgeted expenditures, a level it currently exceeds.

Wisconsin counties have an Institutional Framework score of A, which is moderate compared to the nation. Institutional Framework
scores measure a sector's legal ability to increase revenues and decrease expenditures. The sector's major revenue source, property
tax revenue, is subject to a cap which limits increases to amounts represented by net new construction growth. However, counties
may implement a 0.5% sales tax, which diversifies operating revenue. Revenues and expenditures tend to be predictable. Across the
sector, fixed and mandated costs are generally moderate. Counties have a high ability to reduce expenditures, as workforces are mainly
comprised of non-public safety employees, for whom collective bargaining is limited.
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