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• ABC for Health is a nonprofit, public interest law firm working to 
promote health equity and social justice

• We believe everyone should be able to connect to health care 
coverage and services in Wisconsin

• Especially those impacted by health disparities due to race, class, 
immigration status, gender identity, sexual orientation, and other 
identities

About ABC for Health
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• Health Benefits Counseling/Legal Services

• Asking the right questions

• Identifying legal issues, including structural or systemic 
issues impacting families

• Precision Patient Advocacy: Proactive, not reactive, patient 
assistance

• Connecting the dots, careful listening, and staying engaged

What We Do
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Why We Do It
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• Over $2 Million in Medical Debt eliminated since March 
2023

• “SafetyWeb Network for Free & Charitable Clinic” Project 
Purposes:

• Workflow change at select free clinics

• Advocacy & links to legal services

• Education & training

• Technology development

• Replicable Model (CRCs)

Free Clinic Project Spotlight
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What is it?
• Debt that comes from medical treatment, services, 

equipment, medications
• Hidden Debt: medical debt that has been converted to 

another form of debt (personal loan, credit card debt, etc)
• DON’T DO THIS! You lose all med debt-specific protections

• Have you/someone you know had medical debt 
negatively affect your life?

Medical Debt
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• Medical debt is a public health epidemic in the US

• 41% of American adults have medical debt

• Med debt is:
• Unpredictable – you don’t choose when you get sick!

• Unreliable – estimates as high as 80% error rate!

• Unfair – sick/disabled people shouldn’t be forced to live in poverty!

Medical Debt
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• Medical debt can be more than just hospital bills!
• Government actors, like counties, municipalities, state 

agencies

Medical Debt
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What is it?
• Collection methods taken by the Department of Revenue on behalf 

of state agencies, counties, or municipalities to recover debts.
• Collection methods include payment plans, wage attachment orders, 

bank levies, and tax refund intercepts. 
• Debts are generally any amount owed to a state agency, county or 

municipality where a judgement has been entered or the debtor was 
notified and given an opportunity to be heard. 

• More specifically, debts include delinquent child support, unpaid 
fines or fees, unpaid restitution, and medical bills.

County Based Collection
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Meet Cindy
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• Cindy is a 35-year-old single 
mom living in Waukesha 
County

• Diagnosed with bipolar 
disorder

• Works part-time ($1500/mo)
• On BadgerCare
• Enrolled in Community Support 

Program (CSP)



Meet Cindy
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• Cindy has a severe manic 
episode and is involuntarily 
committed by the county

• After 4 months, she goes home 
and gets a $20,000 bill from 
Waukesha County!

• What happened?



• County programs serve residents (CCS, CSP)
• If resident needs treatment, county arranges it and pays 

up front
• Then, county handles insurance payment
• “Ability to Pay” interview with patient
• Can bill patients up to a certain amount based on income

• $0 maximum monthly payment for 2-person household up to 
$2775/mo

• Note: we are in active litigation concerning a portion of 
this statutory scheme

Treatment Fees (DHS 1)
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Cindy’s Bill
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• Cindy makes less than 
$2775/mo

• She has Medicaid coverage
• Medicaid should have paid the 

bill
• Even if it didn’t, she shouldn’t 

have to pay due to her income
• What went wrong?



• Affects low-income people with mental and behavioral health 
struggles

• Intersects with Medicaid billing problems

• Low transparency

• Due process concerns

• Counties don’t appear to know/follow billing restrictions

Treatment Fees - Problems
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• ONLY opportunity to object is via an administrative hearing
• Patients may be in treatment during the appeal period (30 

days)
• No notice of appeal rights
• Department can convert to circuit court judgment without 

notice or hearing!

Due Process Concerns
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• Insufficient oversight from DHS re: billing limitations
• Counties improperly develop their own “ability to pay” 

calculations
• Targets a vulnerable population over whom the 

county/state has extraordinary control
• Medicaid coverage for residential treatment is complicated 

and counties may not exhaust this payment source
• Counties can use unique collection methods

Other Concerns

Copyright 2025 © ABC for Health, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 



Cindy’s Tax Refund
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• Cindy receives notice 
that her tax refund is 
intercepted

• She suspects it is 
related to her bill from 
the county

• What’s going on?



• Dept of Revenue can intercept tax returns on behalf of:
• State agencies (required to enroll in SDC)

• Counties

• Municipalities

• Circuit Courts

• And more!

• Through either TRIP (Tax Refund Intercept Program) or SDC 
(State Debt Collection Initiative)

Wisconsin Tax Intercept
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Why do we care?

Tax Refund Intercept Program
• Agency types: state 

agencies, counties & 
municipalities

• Debt age: <20 years for 
state agencies; >28 days for 
counties and municipalities

• Debt amount: $50 - $20 for 
state agencies; >$20 for 
counties and municipalities

• Fees: $5 per setoff

State Debt Collection Initiative

• Agency types: state 
agencies, courts, the 
legislature, and other 
authorities 

• Debt age: 90+ days
• Debt amount: >$50
• Fees: 15% of amount 

referred (minimum 
$35)

Wisconsin Tax Intercept
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Cindy’s Bill
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• Cindy reviews her bill from the 
county

• It has a notice in the corner 
warning her of tax intercept

• She missed this because she 
was focused on the bill itself!



Why do we care?

• No requirement for agencies to 
confirm receipt of notice.

• Debtors bear the burden of the costs 
of administration.

• What if the debt is inaccurate or 
simply wrong?

• DOR essentially wipes their hands of 
responsibility

• Procedural right to fight the 
intercept, but no substantive right to 
dispute the debt with the DOR. 

Due Process Concerns
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Why do we care?

Tax Refund Intercept Program
Notice Elements:
1. Sent by agency
2. 30 days prior to certification 

for state agencies
3. 5 days after certification for 

counties & municipalities
4. In writing (if county or 

municipality)
5. Basis of certification/Intent 

to certify 
6. Right to appeal

State Debt Collection Initiative

Notice Elements:
1. Sent by agency
2. 30 days prior to 

certification
3. In writing
4. Intent to certify
5. Right to appeal

Due Process
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Agencies Enrolled

• EMS and ambulance 
contractors 

• County Health and 
Human services

• WI Department of 
Children and Families

• ForwardHealth 
Collections

• Any many, many more!



• Targets low-income, BIPOC residents 
• Tax intercept defeats the purpose of Earned Income Credit, 

Child Tax Credit, and Wisconsin Homestead Credit
• County Bounty 

• 2023-2024 SDC recovered $52.81 million
• $9.69 million in fees 

• 2023-2024 TRIP recovered $43.68 million
• $.77 million in fees

• 2024 Birth Tax collections: $5.43 million
• $.82 million kept by county, $0 to support children

Why We Care
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• Birth Cost Recovery or the "Birth Tax" 

• To recover birth expenses for unmarried people on Wisconsin 
Medicaid

• The county can collect a portion of the cost of birth & delivery 
from the non-custodial father of the baby if:

• The mother has Medicaid

• AND the couple is unmarried 

• Disproportionately affects low-income families of color, especially 
Black and Native American populations

Birth Tax
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• Nearly all other states have completely abandoned the collection of 
the Birth Tax

• Wisconsin is the most aggressive collector

• Counties are incentivized to continue Birth Tax because they keep 
15%

• Birth Tax is added on to child support orders

Birth Tax
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• Counties are incentivized to continue Birth Tax because they keep 
15%

• Birth Tax is added on to child support orders

• In 2020, Dane County executive Joe Parisi ended the Birth Tax…

• …but we learned that Dane County only ended new judgments, and 
continued collecting old judgments

• In fact, collections doubled in 2020 due to interception of stimulus checks

• ABC met with Dane County to advocate for elimination of existing 
judgments

• In 2024, Dane County announced it would eliminate existing Birth 
Tax judgments

Birth Tax – Dane County
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• Milwaukee County has long been the most aggressive Birth Tax 
collector in the nation

• The county has historically been very resistant to Birth Tax reform

• In 2023, Milwaukee County officials, with pressure from advocates, 
finally eliminated the Birth Tax and $67 million in outstanding 
judgments!

• Other counties are taking cues from MKE and Dane and looking at 
Birth Tax elimination

• Racine is likely next

• BUT data obtained by ABC shows Milwaukee and Dane counties still 
collected Birth Tax in 2024 – more to investigate!

Birth Tax – Milwaukee County
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• Government entities remain a large source of burdensome medical 
debt in Wisconsin

• The government has unique collection powers that raise serious due 
process concerns

• These debts may not be included in data about medical debt

• Debtors may not even recognize these debts

• Look out for these issues!

Have you encountered county-based debts?  Any concerns?

Conclusion
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• ABC for Health
• www.safetyweb.org
• 608-261-6939
• info@safetyweb.org
• Fighting Forward guide

• Connect on Social Media
• YouTube
• Twitter
• Facebook
• BlueSky
• Instagram (new!)

Contact

Copyright 2025 © ABC for Health, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 



Thank you!

Tim Hennigan and 
Madeline Guthrie

ABC for Health, Inc.


