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The Role of the Municipal Clerk 
Claire Silverman, Legal Counsel, League of Wisconsin Municipalities 

The municipal clerk plays a pivotal role 
in each municipality. In the past, many 
municipal clerks were elected and took 
office with only a general knowledge 
of their duties. While some clerks are 
still elected, many municipalities have 
changed the method of selecting the 
clerk from elected to appointed,1 given 
the magnitude and complexity of the 
clerk’s duties, and the broad-based 
but specialized knowledge clerks must 
have to complete those duties. To help 
municipal officials better understand 
what the clerk does, this legal comment 
provides a brief, general overview of the 
municipal clerk’s basic duties.

The municipal clerk’s basic duties are set 
forth in the Wisconsin statutes, in §§ 
61.25 (villages) and 62.09(11) (cities). 
Although the wording of the statutes 
governing village and city clerks are 
similar, they are not identical. While you 
may wish to consult the statutes for the 
specific details, basic statutory duties 
include the following:

•  care and custody of the corporate seal 
and municipal papers and records, and 
transfer of those records to the clerk’s 
successor;2 

•  allowing inspection of those records as 
permitted by Wisconsin’s public records 
law;

•  attending common council or village 
board meetings and keeping a full 
record of the proceedings;3 

•  maintaining a minute book with 
governing body proceedings;

•  countersigning all ordinances and 
resolutions adopted and publishing 

or posting as required by law and 
recording proof thereof;

•  maintaining an ordinance book noting 
all ordinances adopted, in chronological 
order, with information pertinent to the 
adoption;

•  maintaining records of all licenses and 
permits granted, as well as recording all 
bonds;

•  notifying persons elected or appointed 
to municipal offices; notifying other 
governmental offices of elections as 
necessary;

•  administering oaths and affirmations;

•  drawing and countersigning orders on 
the municipal treasury in accordance 
with statutory requirements and 
maintaining accounts thereof in the 
appropriate books;

•  keeping an accurate account with the 
treasurer and charging the treasurer 
with all tax lists presented for collection 
and with all moneys paid into the 
treasury; and notifying the county 
treasurer by February 20, of the 
proportion of property tax revenue and 
of the credits under § 79.10 that is to 
be disbursed by the taxation district 
treasurer to each taxing jurisdiction 
located in the municipality; village 
clerks must make and deliver a tax roll 
to the village treasurer and make and 
transmit to the county treasurer, on 
forms provided by the department of 
revenue, a statement showing the total 
amount of all taxes levied in the village;

•  stamping or endorsing street trade 
permits at the request of an employer 

under § 103.25(3m)(b) and stamping 
or endorsing traveling sales crew worker 
permits at the request of an employer 
under § 103.34(11)(c);

•  responsibility for elections and voter 
registrations.4 

Although the above list is extensive, 
it is not all-inclusive. Other statutes 
governing specific subjects often impose 
additional duties on the clerk or require 
the clerk to take certain actions. For 
example, in cities and villages with a 
Board of Review (BOR) comprised of 
municipal officials, Wis. Stat. § 70.46 
makes the clerk a member of the board, 
except in 1st class cities, as well as the 
recording secretary and BOR records 
custodian. Other examples include the 
statutes governing annexation which 
require the clerk to take certain actions 
when annexation petitions are filed 
or annexation ordinances are enacted. 
Numerous statutes require the clerk 
to convey information to specific state 
departments (e.g., the clerk must send a 
list of liquor licensees to the Department 
of Revenue annually). With a broad 
brush, § 61.25(9) requires the clerk to 
“perform all other duties required by law 
or by any ordinance or other direction of 
the village board.”

What happens when the clerk is absent 
or unable to perform his or her duties? 
The statutes authorize the clerk to 
appoint, in writing, a deputy clerk who 
shall act under the clerk’s direction 
and, in the clerk’s absence or disability, 
perform the clerk’s duties.5 
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Conclusion

Municipal clerks have broad responsibility. In some 
municipalities, the position of clerk has been combined  
with other offices or positions such as, for example, treasurer  
and/or administrator. Without a municipal clerk or someone 
to perform the clerk’s duties, chaos would reign and, eventually, 
things would grind to a halt. Hopefully this overview of the 
clerk’s duties and role will make municipal officials more 
knowledgeable and appreciative of the important role played 
by the municipal clerk.
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1.  Changing the method of selecting the clerk requires adoption of a charter ordinance under 
Wis. Stat. § 66.0101. Wis. Stat. §§ 61.197(2) (villages) and 62.09(3)(b)6 (cities).

2.  Wis. Stat. § 61.25; Wis. Stat. § 19.21(2).

3.  Wis. Stat. §§ 61.25(3) and 62.09(11)(b).

4.  The time municipal clerks must devote to election matters has increased dramatically in the 
last 20 years with the enactment of new federal and state laws. Clerks must attend elections 
training at least once every two years, and are responsible for training other election officials. 
Wisconsin Stat. § 7.15 makes municipal clerks responsible for a long list of specific election 
duties and also makes clerks responsible for “any others which may be necessary to properly 
conduct elections or registration.”  

5. Wis. Stat. §§ 61.19 and 62.11(i).

“At our core, represented by my Gandhi quote paperweight, we try to be calm, 
patient, positive, and professional, showing the best face of a municipality to 
the public. While we sometimes deal with turmoil.…” 

Joan Andrusz, WCMC, City Clerk, City of Monona

Salaries FAQ 4

Can fringe benefits be initially given 
to officials or increased during an 
official’s term without violating the 
prohibition against increasing salary 
during an official’s term? 

Yes. Although Wis. Stat. § 66.0505 
prohibits an elected municipal official 
who is entitled to participate in the 
establishment of the salary attending 
his or her office from collecting salary 
in excess of the salary provided at his 
or her time of taking office, fringe 
benefits are not considered salary. 
The Wisconsin Supreme Court has 
defined the term “salary” as a “fixed, 
periodical compensation paid for services 
rendered....” Geyso v. Cudahy, 34 Wis. 
2d 476, 483, 149 N.W.2d 611 (1967). 
The term “salary” does not include 
“fringe benefits.” State ex rel. Manitowoc 
v. Police Pension Board, 56 Wis. 2d 602, 
203 N.W.2d 74 (1973); 70 Op. Att’y. 
Gen. 266 (1981). Thus, retirement 
and insurance benefit increases are not 
considered salary. 2009 Wis. Act 173, 

which amended §§ 61.193 and 62.09(6) 
to prohibit “compensation” from being 
changed after the deadline for filing 
nomination papers for the office, defines 
“compensation” as “a salary, a per diem 
compensation for each day or part of a 
day necessarily devoted to the service of 
the [city or village] and the discharge of 
duties, or a combination of salary and 
per diem compensation.” The authority 
for municipalities to pay premiums for 
hospital, surgical, and other health and 
accident insurance and life insurance for 
employees and officers and their spouses 
and dependent children is found in § 
66.0137(5) of the statutes. (rev. 3/21)
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Did you know? The published Legal FAQs 
are taken directly from the extensive 
library of resources on the League’s  

website. Have a question? Try the search 
function on the website and get an 

answer. http://www.lwm-info.org


