
CITY OF MERRILL 

COMM OF THE WHOLE/RDA/COMMUNITY DEV. 

AGENDA ● TUESDAY AUGUST 8, 2017 

 Joint Meeting City Hall Council Chambers 6:15 PM 

I. Call to Order 

II. Public Comment 

III. Agenda item(s) for consideration: 

1. Review and discussion of Merrill housing report prepared by Art Lersch from 
UW Extension and incentives used in other Wisconsin communities   

IV. Adjournment 
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City of Merrill Housing Study  

Group Interviews Results 

June 26, 2017 

Report compiled by  
Art Lersch 

UW Extension, Lincoln County 
& 

Mary Rajek 
Redevelopment Resources 

 
 

Introduction 
In an effort to better determine whether more single family type housing is needed in the City 
of Merrill and if so what specific kinds and where it should be located, interviews were 
conducted with groups from the real estate, corporate, and small business sectors.  Joining two 
of the three sessions were City of Merrill officials including the mayor and city administrator, 
along with representatives from the various groups. 
 

Sessions were not particularly well attended despite dozens being invited to each.  Besides the 
interviewers, seven people were present during the real estate session, seven attended the 
corporate human resources professionals/chief executive officers session, and two came to the 
small business session. 

Despite low attendance, a great deal of information and opinions were obtained.  Several 
important themes were present in each of the conversations.  Analysis of the information 
reveals that the primary themes that cut across each of the groups were: 

 There continues to be a great need for transitional housing of various kinds in the 
city.  (For the aging not ready for assisted living or nursing homes). 
 

 There is currently a very low inventory of quality homes for sale (at least $75,000) 
within city limits.  Homes below that amount are often in disrepair and thus 
unattractive to many perspective buyers.  Low inventory means that perspective 
buyers cannot “shop around” and often end up looking elsewhere. 

 
 Professionals are searching for higher quality homes with more expensive amenities 

not often found in the city. 
 
 Among the most important barriers to home ownership in the city is that 

perspective buyers often lack the necessary down payment to purchase and that 
property taxes are substantially higher within city limits than outside the city. 
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 Several people who buy homes for low prices and then renovate them (“flippers”) 
are active in Merrill and should for the most part be encouraged to continue their 
work because it improves the housing stock. 

 
 There is a greater need to promote all that Merrill has to offer (many quality of life 

amenities do exist). 

 Potentially develop a program supporting home ownership in the 40-80K value 
market that enables owners to make improvements necessary to make the homes 
“financeable” (sweat equity).  - Perhaps a Housing Task Force to do this work (like 
Habitat?)  

An additional underlying theme that was usually not expressed directly but was certainly 
strongly implied was that the city needs to concentrate its efforts on rehabilitating existing 
housing stock rather than attracting developers to build new housing.  Several participants 
indicated that existing housing stock is in several areas of the city so poor that if lots were 
available in those areas no one would want to build next to poorly maintained homes.  

Below are all the discussion points that were made during the three sessions. 

 
Real Estate Group  
The real estate group interview was held April 20, 2017.  In attendance were: 

Bill Bialecki, Mayor 
Ken Maule, Lincoln County Economic Development Corporation Director 
Tom Hayden, City Attorney 
Gail Abbegglen, Coldwall Banker Realtors 
Patti Van Der Geest, Park City Reality 
David Johnson, City Administrator 
Gary Hartwig, Lincoln County Economic Development Corporation (Board president; former 
realtor) 
Mary Rajek, Redevelopment Resources (Interviewer) 
Art Lersch, UW Extension (Interviewer) 
 
Although the intent of the meeting was simply to obtain opinions about housing in the city, city 
officials learned from the real estate professionals present that communication between the 
two entities can be improved particularly when city owned property is being sold.  Both parties 
indicated that they would find ways to improve communication channels.  Primary points made 
during the discussion are below.  Agreed upon or potential action items are in bold.   
 

• There is currently an undersupply of homes available in the city.  This has not affected 
sales much in the first quarter of 2017, but will affect them the rest of the year.  There 
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are not enough quality homes to show potential buyers.  Buyers want to be able to shop 
around. 

 
• Real estate agents in the room were not aware that the city still has CDBG (community 

development block grant) dollars for home roof repairs and furnace replacement.  The 
city currently has $116,000 for this purpose and has access to potential regional CDBG 
pool if city funding is exhausted.  Facilitate better communication between real estate 
professionals and the city regarding this program. 
 

• More funding/CDBG dollars are needed for existing home repairs and upgrades. 
 

• When TIF 3 is retired (approximately nine years), this will provide about $750,000 to be 
used for home revitalization purposes. 
 

• About 50 homes are currently for sale in the City of Merrill.  Fourteen of them have 
offers.  Twenty-one (21) of them are priced under $60,000.  Six (6) of them are priced at 
over $100,000. 
 

• Fewer and fewer people are qualifying for 30 year fixed mortgages.  It is too hard for 
many potential buyers to come up with the 20% down payment.  In addition, since the 
housing bubble, there is a lack of homebuyers willing to take on adjustable rate 
mortgages, which would increase the chance of home ownership.  

 
• The local foreclosure rate is currently way down. 

 
• There are too many lower end homes within city boundaries that are not financeable 

due to federal regulations regarding conditions of stock under 30-year loan structures.   
 

• People can still receive USDA and WHEDA loans at very reasonable interest rates and 
with 0% down. 
 

• Millennials want/need a variety of homes to choose from at reasonable prices. 
 

• What is preventing homes in the City of Merrill from being sold? 
o The most stated complaint realtors are hearing from potential buyers is that 

taxes in the city are too high.  Potential buyers are saying that this is especially 
true when searching for homes south of the Good Samaritan Health Center and 
when considering the purchase of condo units. 

o Larger lot sizes can be found outside the city limits. 
o Not enough homes right now to show people so they can make informed 

decisions about which to purchase. 
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o Many homes, especially lower priced ones, are in disrepair (not in good enough 
condition to purchase).  The city has begun to address residential blight in a 
meaningful way.   

o Buyers’ inability to obtain financing for one reason or another (can’t make 
sufficient down payment; low credit scores, etc.). 

o Neighborhoods matter: East, Prospect, Genesee Streets; and Prospect Hill areas 
are difficult to sell – appear to be unsafe due to speeding, number of low-quality 
rentals, and drug activities.  
   

• Is it possible to develop a volunteer group that would help do simple home fix up work 
for especially those who don’t have either the physical means or the money to do it 
themselves?  Can the city perhaps help coordinate such an effort?  Is there a means to 
develop housing development/rehab incentives? (Example: Down payment grants for 
new construction loans?) 

 
• There is currently a communication disconnect between real estate professionals and 

the city.  One way to begin improving the communication is for the city attorney to 
talk with real estate professionals when tax delinquent, city owned properties are to 
be sold.  (The city attorney mentioned that he will discuss with real estate 
professionals how to coordinate this type of communication). 

 
• What are buyers looking for in a home? 

o Two car garages 
o Larger yards.  (Currently, homes in the city cannot be built on one lot because lot 

sizes do not conform to standards.  The city often needs two lots to build on 
within city limits to conform to minimum lot sizes.  This is one primary reason 
why it is difficult to persuade housing developers to build within city limits). 

o Single-story / accessible condos. 
o A reasonable amount of amenities for a decent price that is between say 

$60,000 and $120,000. 
 

• There was consensus among those in attendance that upgrading existing housing 
conditions should be the city’s priority during the next several years.  (New homes will 
likely not be built in the city unless existing homes are upgraded in the effort to raise 
property values).  This goal was stated in the city’s 2014-2019 strategic plan and its 2016 
draft comprehensive plan. 

 
• There is a current shortage of transitional housing for an aging population.  Transitional 

housing would be where many aging adults may want to live after moving from the 
larger homes they have lived in and taken care of for years and before they must move 
into assisted living or nursing home facilities. 
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• Flippers are currently pretty active in the city and most are doing the city a service by 
purchasing dilapidated homes and turning them into sellable properties.  They are doing 
a very good job of renovating homes worth $50,000 to $60,000 into $85,000 homes.  
This also serves to raise the property values of surrounding properties. 
 

• Owner responsibility for the upkeep of homes has declined in recent years. 
 

• There are about 15 privately owned empty lots located throughout the city. 
 

• Realtors think highly of the city but want to work more with the city to upgrade the 
existing housing stock, to sell properties, etc. 
 

 
Human Resources Professionals/CEO Group 
This interview was held May 11, 2017.  Many of the larger companies such as Church Mutual 
and Agra were not represented.  Church Mutual is by far the largest employer in the Merrill 
area (approximately 800 employees).  Opinions from Church Mutual’s human resources 
director were obtained in a summer 2016 survey.   

According to the results of this survey, Church Mutual reported that 51% to 60% of their 
employees live outside the city limits.  The company also estimated that between 31% and 40% 
of these employees would prefer to live in the city if appropriate housing could be found for 
their life situations.  The company’s human resources director also indicated that employees 
often discuss housing concerns with her and that potential skilled recruits to the company 
sometimes mention/ask about housing when interviewing for positions.   

Those in attendance were: 

Clint Golisch, Interflex Group 
Bill Bialecki, Mayor 
Jeff Schneider, Sierra Pacific 
David Johnson, City Administrator 
Lynn Reindl, Reindl Printing 
Kathy Unertl, City Finance Director/RDA Secretary 
Mary Rajek, Redevelopment Resources (Interviewer) 
Paul Russell, Merrill Housing Authority 
Art Lersch, UW Extension (Interviewer) 
 
 
Primary points made were: 
 

• Most employees are living in the community but many are dissatisfied with their current 
family housing.  They are searching for homes between $75,000 and $140,000.  Most 
homes available are priced below $75,000, usually are not in great shape, and do not 
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meet the needs of employees and their families.  Many employees are currently renting.  
Many are also looking for something that is low maintenance.   

 
• We added six professional positions this year.  These folks can afford more than 

adequate housing.  Employees are feeling rushed to buy homes even outside Merrill 
mainly because the supply is low.  Out of 18 professionals who work here, only about 
two live in the City of Merrill. 
 

• People are looking to buy right now.  Many families who are on the Housing Authority’s 
waiting list currently live outside the city limits. 
 

• Aging population often means aging homes that owners do not have the wherewithal to 
maintain.  Family Care system emphasizes keeping aging homeowners in their homes 
longer than would have been possible prior to that system being instituted.  The lack of 
transitional housing also tends to “force” elderly who are not ready for either assisted 
living or nursing homes to stay in their homes longer.  There is a market for this 
transitional housing.   
 

• Lack of affordable, nice housing that meets the needs of young families is an employee 
recruitment issue.  Many employees, especially millennials want the amenities of a big 
city (such as a Starbucks) along with affordable family housing.  They may consider 
coming to the company and staying a bit longer if they can find adequate, affordable 
housing, even if a Starbucks and other such amenities are not present.  If we can attract 
and keep millennials at least a couple years longer that would be beneficial.  Many of 
the older employees are pretty much settled where they are.  (Note: This is true of all 
the companies represented at the meeting). 
 

• Younger employees are mostly living in Wausau.  They do not mind the relatively short 
drive to work in Merrill.  But, at least some would consider moving to Merrill if the 
housing stock was better. 
 

• Employees living in Tomahawk and Antigo are sometimes looking at Merrill for 
adequate housing because of the lack of amenities in those towns and the driving 
distances.  Many employees who live in Wausau are not looking to move to Merrill 
because they enjoy more amenities where they are currently living. 
 

• Apartments/housing that is taken care of by entities other than residents are important; 
younger people want no strings. 
 

• We need to do a better job of communicating all the amenities Merrill possesses such as 
the Normal Park concerts; updates at Lion’s Park and Athletic Park; Aquatic Center is a 
draw; park system events in general are popular (promote good social interaction); good 
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school system; proximity to North Central Technical College; many family friendly things 
to do; River Bend Trail. 
 

• Need more technology related classes at local schools.  Bring back the 
internship/apprenticeship model. 
 

• Thirty years ago, local residents wanted more bars.  Today, they want quality of life 
amenities just like the River Bend trail. 
 

• There are 1,800 rental units in the city.  The Housing Authority just conducted an 
affordable housing needs status report.   
 

• We need to maintain the buildings/houses that have “character.”  Too many of these 
buildings are being lost to disrepair.  Preserving these structures when feasible should 
be a priority.  Preserving existing housing stock will make other housing developers 
want to invest in Merrill.     
 

• What can the city do to keep the residents we have and to attract new people?  (What is 
the ideal community?) 

o Increase tax base 
o Take tax delinquent properties 
o Take care of roofs (many home roofs are in alarmingly poor shape.) 
o Market Merrill as a place to live for those working in Wausau but not wanting to 

live there. 
o Continue to develop things for younger generations to do.  Ideal communities 

have more quality of life amenities to offer aside from housing, although the 
latter is certainly important for retaining population and attracting new 
residents. 
 

• In nine years, there will be about $750,000 in Tax Incremental Financing District #3 
funds available to upgrade housing in the city. 
 

• West side of city needs housing help. 
 

• Jenny Towers 62 and older housing units have been full since 1979.  Since it was built. 
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Small Business Owners   

Both small business owners that attended the group interview held on June 13 were extremely 
familiar with real estate issues in Merrill.  Because of the attendees’ depth of experience in the 
rental market versus the single family home market, discussion focused much more on the 
former rather than the latter.  To this end, much of the commentary echoed that of previous 
groups (RE. affordability/access to financing; as well as the lack of sufficient choice of quality 
dwellings).  Attendees were: 
 
Diane Goetsch, Kindhearted Home Care (Owner) 
Chris Malm, Park City Properties (Owner) 
Mary Rajek, Redevelopment Resources (Interviewer) 
Art Lersch, UW Extension (Interviewer) 
 
Underlined points were emphasized by both people who attended the meeting and were 
themes of this particular discussion.  Primary points made were:  

• Lack of sufficient stock, or choice of stock: 

o There is a lack of quality single family homes available to rent or buy in the City. 
o There is a lack of quality lots to build on; more importantly, the taxes for the homes 

in the city vs. the outskirts makes building a new home relatively unaffordable. 
o There seems to be a great need for transitional and ADA compliant housing including 

RCAC (Residential Care Apartment Complexes) units.  We need housing for people 
who want independent living with some support if needed without having to 
maintain a property.  We need more options for people who want to downsize, 
including those who have ample financial resources.  We need more “zero barrier” 
homes/condos for our aging population.  “Zero barrier” means one level living 
spaces with few or no steps.  People unfortunately must prepare for when their 
spouses pass away and they are alone in their living spaces.  Currently, Birchwood 
Highlands in Weston is seen as the only quality/ viable option on this front.  

o Many people are saying that the type of home that I want is not out there.  There is 
a limited inventory of homes with the amenities that people want.  If I had to go out 
and find a place in Merrill I would not find it. 

o Homeownership barriers: Low-quality stock (non-financeable), low-credit buyers  
o There has been an increase in selling homes on land contract to aspirational renters; 

often, the barrier is not affordability (ability to make the payments), but rather 
stems from a credit issue due to divorce or medical bills; OR on the requirements RE: 
the condition of the house being bought or sold.    

o Would like to see a program supporting home ownership in the 40-80K value market 
that enables owners to make improvements necessary to make the homes 
“financeable” (sweat equity)  - perhaps a Housing Task Force to do this work (like 
Habitat?) 
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• Challenges in the current and upcoming rental/home ownership market  

o There seems to be several landlords not maintaining their units; many tenants can 
only afford the $400-$450 rental unit, but this is also exacerbated by some of the 
residents who prefer this environment.  

o We are hearing that there is also a lack of good, affordable rentals in town. 
o Still need higher end apartments. 
o Barriers to building new in the city;  

i. Small lot sizes (shortage of good building lots in the city).  Seem to be some 
good lots scattered about but not many. 

ii. Higher taxes in the city as opposed to the country. 
iii. No ongoing development of new homes (except out by Journey Church/Joe 

Snow, etc.; some also by Jefferson School). 
 

• Feedback received from clients living as part of the rental community:  

o The “high end” apartments by the High School have lower quality finishes than 
expected, and a lack of soundproofing between units.  As a result, a number of 
residents have communicated that they are hoping to move out. 

o New apartments by the MARC: there is an impression that the units will be small (+/- 
900 square feet) with many stairs, which will be difficult for primarily aging 
tenants.  There is a worry about the quality relative to some apartment complexes 
that some think have poor quality air handling systems and sound issues in units.  

• General comments: 

o There are higher end clients that want quality units at 1200 square feet, or single 
family homes, but these units are perceived as nearly non-existent.   

o A growing market is single parent families. 
o Some foreclosures are still out there but not as much as before. 
o Several people are actively flipping houses in Merrill.  They should be encouraged to 

continue to do so because they are helping to improve the housing stock. 
o We should not assume that low income people do not like where they live.  Are we 

using this as a reason to develop housing that may not be needed? 
o Many people are making a choice where to live, either own or rent, based on what is 

available.  These are people who have the means to do either, but know what they 
are looking for and will pay to get it.  

o Northeast portion of the city (east and north of Center Avenue and Third Street) 
seem to be the nicest residential neighborhoods in town.   

o People in a position to rent or buy (down scaling) really will own if they find what 
suits their needs.  Often, they cannot in Merrill.  How do we get them, including 
younger folks, into ownership?  Younger people are often cash poor.   
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o There is a need to better promote the city, to get the most needed businesses into 
the city.  

 
 
Conclusion 
It is hoped that City of Merrill officials will find this information useful as they continue to 
formalize and implement housing redevelopment policies.  They have done much in recent 
years to promote the development of various apartment complexes throughout the city.  Some 
work has been done to help home owners restore their houses and to maintain at least a few 
housing landmarks.  But, as is indicated in the city’s 2014-2019 strategic plan and 2017 
comprehensive, more can and should be done.  Attracting young families and establishing a 
variety of housing options to those who have contributed to the city for many years must 
remain vital priorities well into the future.  A thriving Merrill depends on it. 
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June 14, 2016 

 
“Move to Merrill/Thanks for Being in Merrill” 
Discussion Starting Points/Potential Initiatives for Growth 

 

Potential initiatives for the city of Merrill that like other cities of similar size, have 
a rising median age, but a lower median income than larger cities: 

 

• Tax credits for new home construction on vacant lots for sale in the city limits 
that have full city services. 

 
• City purchases lots available outright and makes them available to potential 

homebuilders with stipulations. 
 

• Tax incentives/credits payable over a certain # of years or upfront for 
established city homeowners – private or investments properties – for those 
who invest in their property with home improvements such as new siding, 
painting, windows, roof, heating/cooling system, insulation, and other 
property improvements. 

 
• Tax credits for new home construction or remodeling of existing homes for 

every year, five years, etc. that a homeowner lives in his/her home. 
 

• Can the city annex available land from neighboring townships and work 
together to share incentives and tax income from new home 
construction/existing home remodeling over a certain # of years? 
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• If a new or established employee of a larger employer moves to the city of 
Merrill, i.e., Church Mutual or Merrill Area Public Schools, the city and 
employer partner to provide similar incentives to their employees as 
mentioned above and/or the following: 

 
o Family aquatic center pass  
o City park rental discounts 
o  Student loan assistance in the form of a predetermined lump sum 

every five, ten years, etc. for young professionals with a  minimum of 
an associate’s degree who work at a participating employer in the 
city limits and purchase/build a home and/or vacant lot in the city 
limits. (I see this option as being more ‘employer’ driven – not city.) 

 
These are just starting points for discussion and a sharing of ideas. There are more 
possibilities for discussion that would be conducive to the Merrill community. 
 
There are recommendations to the City Council that involve potential developers 
from outside the area. While these potentially have merit, I’d like to see options 
explored as we move forward that involve incentives for people considering 
possibly moving to Merrill and established Merrill homeowners who have 
consistently paid their taxes and maintained their homes in existing 
neighborhoods for many years. I think Merrill citizens would appreciate this as 
well. 
 
 
Mary Ball 
District 6 Alderperson 
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