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PUBLIC POLICY COUNCIL News Briefing July 16, 2010  |  contact: Nan Nelson (920) 593-3418
LOCAL

Downtown Green Bay:

· Green Bay Mayor Jim Schmitt told a group of business owners and downtown leaders on June 29 he wants the mall torn down to speed up economic development opportunities.  The city is working with Congressman Kagen to try and secure $3.5-million in federal money to pay for the cost of demolishing the former Port Plaza mall.  A House Appropriations subcommittee has approved a bill containing $1 million for the project.  Kagen's office says it's a top priority. Downtown business leaders says some companies are showing interest in a cleared out mall space, which would create new jobs and boost property values.  Until details on costs are worked out, those at the mayor's meeting say it will be hard to find opposition to the demolition plan. [WLUK]
· Green Bay’s revolving loan program on June 30 agreed to loan $170,000 to the developers of Hagemeister Park, a 300-seat restaurant with a large outdoor patio on the CityDeck.  Construction could begin in August, and is part of the WaterMark development at the former Younkers site.  The restaurant will package its city loan with private financing for a combined investment of about $1 million.  [Press-Gazette]
· On July 13 the Redevelopment Authority gave the go-ahead to developers for a 30,000 SF expansion of the KI Convention Center.  The proposal calls for almost doubling the center with an extension raised above Adams St. that connects to the Holiday Inn.  It will allow Green Bay to compete with all but the largest convention centers in the state.  The expansion is estimated to cost about $19 million.  A large part of the project funding is proposed to come from room tax dollars.  Owners of the Holiday Inn said that building could accommodate two more floors.  The nest step is to prepare a financing proposal for review by end of the year.  [Press-Gazette]
Economy:

· The Green Bay area (MSA, including Brown, Oconto and Kewaunee counties) unadjusted unemployment rate was 7.2% in May, according to the state Department of workforce Development.  Wisconsin’s overall seasonally adjusted unemployment rate dropped to 8.2% in May (7.7% unadjusted), its lowest level in more than a year.  The adjusted rate for the US is 9.7%. [Press-Gazette]
· Sales tax distribution to the stadium district increased in June, but is still behind the 2009 pace.  The current pace would mean an end to the stadium district tax in August 2015, if interest rates remain constant.  Collections were down 7% last year compared with 2008 and are down a little more than 1% this year compared with 2009.  [Press-Gazette]
Transportation:

· The state will choose in July or August between two options to replace the bridge carrying Hwy 96 across the Fox River at Wrightstown.  With either option, the acquisition of real estate is slated to begin in 2012 with construction set to start in fall 2014 and end about a year later.  One is just north of the current bridge, and the other just south; both spans would be two lanes.  The project will cost $26 to $30 million and will require the demolition of about 20 homes and businesses. [Press-Gazette]
· The county board will decide on July 21 whether to approve a plan forwarded by committee to reconstruct County GV (Monroe Rd.) into a four-lane divided highway in 2011.  Half the cost would be paid by Brown County with the rest split between the village of Bellevue and the town of Ledgeview, if those governments approve the project.  All four options for a southern bridge connect to GV.  This project will be part of a request, including the southern bridge and other sections of the southern connector system between US 41 and I-43, that will be re-submitted for potential federal funding as an earmarked highway project.  [Press-Gazette]
· Starting this August, construction begins on two roundabouts at Scheuring Road in De Pere as part of the Scheuring Road interchange. While this project will not cause any lane or ramp closures on US 41, please consider the following if you will be traveling in the vicinity of this project:

· From August through November 2010, the Scheuring Road and Mid Valley Drive (south) intersection will be closed. Use Sand Acres Drive, Eisenhower Road and Mid Valley Drive (north) as alternate routes. 
· During the same period, the Scheuring Road and Lawrence Drive intersection will be partially closed. Use temporary bypass lanes, Lawrence Drive, Fortune Avenue and American Boulevard as alternate routes.

For more information and to see a map, visit the US 41 Project Web site. http://www.us41wisconsin.gov/  [Advance E-Wire]
STATE

Business and Economic Development:

Wisconsin’s unemployment rate dropped to 8.2% in May, compared to 8.5% in April, its lowest rate since March 2009.  The national seasonally-adjusted rate for May was 9.7%.  [AP]
Education:

Wisconsin education leaders on June 24 praised a proposed dramatic reworking of how schools are funded that would do away with $900 million in property tax credits for homeowners and instead give the money directly to schools. Superintendent of Public Instruction Tony Evers, who made the proposal to eliminate the "school levy tax credit," said omitting details that would allow districts to determine how they might be affected was by design. Rather, he said, he wanted to kick-start a statewide discussion with interested parties, including candidates for office, about how to revamp the outdated and complicated school funding formula before a final plan is put before the Legislature next year. Representatives from the state's largest teachers union, Wisconsin Education Association Council, and groups representing school boards and administrators showed their support by attending the news conference. Key lawmakers also praised the proposal, though it won't undergo serious debate in the Legislature until after the fall elections.  The school levy credit shows up as a reduction on property tax bills mailed in December, and killing it would be difficult politically.  But according to Dale Knapp of the Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance, the proposal would simply move money around and would have little effect on the problems schools face.  "Some districts will pay less, some will pay slightly more, but the schools will be in the same boat they were before," he said.  The state uses the school levy tax credit to help reduce property taxes that provide local money for schools. It was created in 1996 and it has grown by more than 400% since.  Evers stressed that putting the tax credit money into the aid formula, then redistributing it to schools under a reworked formula, would not result in a net increase statewide in property taxes. It would, however, mean higher or lower taxes for individuals, depending on their school district. In addition to the $900 million shift, the plan would base the amount of aid a district gets in part on how many students it has on free and reduced lunch, instead of just property values. That is a more fair way to ensure districts with high costs associated with educating those students get a higher portion of aid, Evers said. The plan also calls for aid to automatically increase annually. Currently, how much schools get is up to the Legislature and in recent years it's fallen short of the goal to provide two-thirds of schools' costs.  This year schools received about $5.2 billion in aid, the single largest expenditure in the state budget accounting for more than 37% of the total. Evers' plan would attempt to reduce the amount of variance in aid a district could receive from year to year; increase funding for rural districts and transportation costs; and either expand, reduce or eliminate funding for more than 40 separate programs, such as special education and 4-year-old kindergarten, that receive earmarked amounts of aid.  What such a move would mean to any one taxpayer would depend on a number of variables, most notably how much aid their local district would receive under the plan and how much they would need from property taxes to meet expenses. "I think it's basically impossible to say with certainty what's going to happen to property taxes," said Andrew Reschovsky, a University of Wisconsin-Madison economist who has studied school aid for years.  [Wisconsin State Journal]

Energy:

· The PSCW held hearings around the state in June about the uniform wind turbine siting standards currently being drafted.  A siting law was passed last year and the PSCW is now drafting rules that cover controversial issues such as maximum sound levels and setback requirements.  Municipalities will not be allowed to make local ordinances more restrictive than the state model.  The new law requires the PSCW to conduct rulemaking with the advice of the Wind Siting Council, an advisory body.  The Public Service Commission of Wisconsin is sticking to a firm Sept. 1 deadline to propose wind turbine placement rules despite calls from local governments to wait.  PSC Chairman Eric Callisto said June 29 that “Expediency is important in order to have uniformity and ground rules in place for future wind development.”  The state’s Wind Siting Council’s job is to recommend rules for turbine placement on wind farms that generate less than 100 megawatts of electricity. Wind farms that generate more than 100 megawatts are subject to PSC approval.  The council first met in March, and Callisto said then he expected recommendations by July. The PSC will then use those recommendations to make rules by Sept. 1 for review and approval by state lawmakers. The reason for the Sept. 1 deadline, Callisto said, is so Senate and Assembly committees can review and approve the rules before the legislative session ends. Because the turbine placement recommendations would represent rule changes, they would need to be submitted by Sept. 1 during an election year and only would require approval from legislative committees rather than the full Legislature, Callisto said.  He said he wants the same group of lawmakers that formed the council to review the rule change proposals. [Press-Gazette, Daily Reporter] 
· The Citizens Utility Board said that it filed a lawsuit July 2 against the Public Service Commission for its decision to allow Wisconsin Power & Light to give discounts to industrial customers that will likely be subsidized by residential customers and others.  Wisconsin Power and Light, a utility subsidiary of Madison-based Alliant Energy Corp. (NYSE: LNT), applied with the PSC on Nov. 13, 2009, for permission to offer an “economic development rate” that would provide certain large industrial customers with discounts on electricity service. The PSC issued an order approving this rate on June 4, 2010. [Business Journal of Milwaukee]
Environment:

· The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources adopted a controversial new phosphorus rule at its meeting on June 22-23.  The rule (WT-25-08) is controversial due to the significant costs it will impose on municipalities and industrial dischargers. The package creates new restrictions on a wide range of potential sources, from farm fields and barnyards to large-scale wastewater producers.  The Board adopted the regulations unanimously.  The federal EPA has been pushing states for over a decade to impose more precise standards, known as numeric limits, on the total mount of phosphorus allowed in a water body, but only a few states have done it.  The new rules also impose the state’s first phosphorus limits on the agricultural sector, restricting run-off from fields to 6 pounds per acre annually over an eight year average.  Farmers would not be allowed to plow within 5 feet of a stream bank to prevent erosion and would have to install equipment such as sump pumps to prevent wastewater from milk houses and feed storage structures from running off.  Farmers wouldn’t have to abide by the requirements unless the state covers 70% of compliance costs.  Tougher standards in watersheds with particularly high phosphorus levels will require the DNR to set new individual rules, according to a compromise struck between the agency and farm lobbyists. Also, the rules originally required farmers to leave a 20-foot buffer between waterways and tilled soil. That was changed to a minimum of 5 feet and a maximum of 20 feet depending on farming practices, such as new tilling methods that allows a farmer to plant without disturbing the soil. The rules also lay out per-liter limits in rivers, streams and lakes.  River water could not contain more than 100 micrograms per liter (about 10 times as strict as current limits).  Municipal wastewater plants, food processors, paper mills and other factories would be allowed to work with farmers to achieve the limits and reduce the immediate costs of installing expensive treatment systems. The new rules encourage a watershed-wide approach to lowering phosphorus levels. Under the proposal, treatment plants can choose to follow an adaptive management approach that would allow them to work with farmers, even providing cost-share dollars, to reduce the levels of phosphorus coming off farm fields. If, over two permit periods or 10 years, that approach lowers phosphorus to required levels, treatment plants would not have to add expensive filtering systems. The rules are still subject to legislative review and the Senate agriculture committee chairwoman said the rules look substantial enough to warrant a hearing by the end of July.  The EPA must also sign off on the numeric standards.  [AP, Wisconsin State Journal, WMC Capitol Watch, Hamilton Consulting]
· A series of proposed air permit fee increases for construction permits are still in process of adoption with the public comment period just ended. These include increasing the "initial application" fee from $1,350 to $7,500, as well as establishing new fees for exemption determinations ($500), general construction permits ($1,500), and registration construction permits ($1,000). These proposed fees are much higher than those imposed by surrounding states (Minnesota, Michigan and Indiana do not even charge this fee, and Illinois’s fee is 50 percent less than what is being proposed) and in some cases are not authorized by statute.  WMC responded with a letter to the WDNR saying, “The Department’s fiscal analysis estimates the proposed fee increase will generate $1.33 million in additional fees per year, an average increase of 82% based upon 2006-2009 construction permit revenue data. This substantial fee increase cannot be justified at a time when the workload has been reduced by more than 100 construction permits per year. Moreover, the fee increase is nearly three-times the rate of inflation since 1999, the last time many of these fees were increased. That is unacceptable, and must be scaled back to a reasonable and justifiable level. Six years ago, the Legislature enacted 2003 Act 118, and thereby gave the Department a clear mandate to streamline the permit process and reduce the air permitting burden in Wisconsin.  The Legislature gave the Department significant tools with which to accomplish that important goal, including exemptions, registration permits and general permits. Unfortunately, many of these tools have not been fully utilized. Significant construction permitting streamlining in the areas of minor source exemptions and registration permits have not occurred because of an unwillingness by the Air Bureau to embrace the reforms mandated by the Legislature and Governor. Significant fee increases like those proposed in this rule should not be approved unless and until the Department has fully availed itself of all of the permit streamlining tools afforded by the Legislature in Act 118, including the statutory presumption that minor sources should be exempt (as they are in many other states, and under the Clean Air Act).”  [WMC Capitol Watch, Hamilton Consulting]
· The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (DNR) recently issued proposed regulations associated with the federal designation of the Forest County Potawatomi Community as a non-Federal Class I area. These regulations, for which the public comment period has just ended, would if adopted impose new requirements on air emission sources with in a 74 mile radius of tribal properties. The proposal expands the regulatory reach beyond that outlined in the 1999 Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) between the State of Wisconsin and the Tribe. These changes, unilaterally proposed by the DNR staff could have an impact on the competitiveness of industrial sources throughout northeastern Wisconsin, including the Green Bay area. WMC wrote to the Department strongly urging it to revise the rule to reflect the actual terms of the MOA, and utilize the appropriate 10 and 62 mile concentric circles measured from actual FCPC properties of 80 acres or more located in Forest County. [WMC Capitol Watch, Hamilton Consulting]
· The DNR has also set public hearings for three rules implementing the Great Lakes Compact. The three rules include the following: Water Use Registration and Reporting (NR 856; CR10-059); Water Conservation and Water Use Efficiency (NR 852; CR10-060); Water Fees for Great Lakes Basin (NR 850; CR10-061). The public hearing in Green Bay was held June 29. [WMC Capitol Watch, Hamilton Consulting]

· The District 4 Court of Appeals on June 24 confirmed its earlier ruling the state did not set strong enough pollution controls before granting construction permits for the Weston 4 power plant.  In May it ruled the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources set appropriate limits on sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxide emissions from the $774 million plant. But the court also ruled the DNR failed to limit visible emissions such as fine particulates, sulfuric acid and sulfur from the plant’s smokestack. The state wanted the court to reverse its ruling on the visible emissions, said Wisconsin Department of Justice spokesman Bill Cosh, because state officials believe the pollution limits set in the 2004 construction permit for Wisconsin Public Service Corp. are sufficient.  Cosh said the issue might now go to the state Supreme Court.  In the ruling, the appellate court ordered the DNR reopen the permit and set tighter controls for visible emissions. That could mean more construction work at Weston 4, which went online in 2008. [Daily Reporter]
Health Care:

Wisconsin's new indoor smoking ban took effect on July 5. The ban affects many indoor areas, including private places of employment and areas open to the general public. The law's definition of 'place of employment' explicitly includes vehicles, so vehicles are considered to be a place of employment if employees are using them during employment. The new law requires that persons in charge of places where smoking is prohibited enforce the prohibitions by taking certain steps to ensure compliance, such as not providing ashtrays and matches; posting 'no smoking' signs; asking a person to stop smoking; asking a person who is smoking to leave; refusing to serve the person if the place is a restaurant, tavern, or private club; and notifying law enforcement if the person does not leave after being requested to do so.  The Wisconsin Department of Commerce has issued workplace sign guidance. Under the new rule, no smoking signs "shall include the international 'No Smoking' symbol, consisting of a pictorial burning cigarette enclosed in a red circle with a red bar across the cigarette."  Here is a plain language explanation of the law issued by the Legislative Council:  http://www.wmc.org/PDFfiles/memo_060710.pdf [WMC Capitol Watch]
State Budget & Spending:

The projected state budget deficit will dominate the next Wisconsin Legislature regardless of what happens at the polls in November, in the opinion of state Rep. Mike Huebsch (R-West Salem) in response to the Legislative Fiscal Bureau’s release on July 9 projecting a $2.511 billion deficit, eclipsed only by the $2.867 billion deficit in 2003. State Sen. Mike Ellis (R-Neenah) said July 12 that if lawmakers made across-the-board cuts of about 4.5% next year they could erase the state's long-standing structural deficit.
Representative Mark Gottlieb (R-Port Washington) developed a proposed constitutional amendment that he says would reform the State's budgetary process and restore a measure of fiscal discipline to our system of government finance. The proposal enjoys widespread support among Republican legislators, and is likely to get serious attention during the next session of the legislature that begins in January 2011. Details of the plan include the following:

· All general tax revenues in excess of 6.5% of statewide personal income must be deposited into the Fiscal Responsibility Fund. If taxes are less than that amount, a deposit of approximately one half percent of revenues is made instead.   

· During an economic recession, money can be withdrawn from the Fund to help balance the budget.   

· Any accumulated fund balance over 10 percent of annual tax revenues must be distributed as a property tax credit.  

· In an emergency, or other unforeseen circumstance, the terms of the fund can be changed by a 2/3 vote of both houses of the legislature. 

In order to become part of the state constitution, the amendment must be approved by two consecutive sessions of the legislature and then receive a majority vote in a statewide referendum.  [WMC Capitol Watch, Journal Sentinel Online, La Crosse Tribune]
Taxation & Fees:

· Eleven months into the state’s 2009-10 fiscal year, general fund tax collections through May were $9.98 billion, or about 0.5% below fiscal 2008-9.  Individual income (-2.9%) and sales (-4.5%) tax collections were somewhat weaker.  Corporate income tax collections were up 40.2%, due principally to 2009 tax increases.  [WI Taxpayers Alliance]

· The Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance said on July 9 that net state property tax receipts totaled $9.4 billion in 2010, up 4.9% from the prior year, according to newly available state figures. That increase matched or exceeded that in six of the previous 10 years.  Property taxes claimed 4.5% of personal income, the highest statewide share since 1996 (4.7%).  As a percentage of statewide personal income, the total net levy was 4.5%, its highest share in 14 years. Property taxes solely for municipal purposes are now more than three times what they were 25 years ago ($2.37 billion vs. $601 million). In a relatively modern development, 61 municipalities levied more for municipal purposes than for schools. With past increases in property values, total tax rates have, for the most part, fallen in recent years. However, due to a decline in property values, this year’s statewide net property tax rate ($18.28) was up from last year. According to the WISTAX reports, school tax levies increased most in 2010 (6.0%), followed by technical college (3.9%), county (3.2%), and municipal (3.2%) levies. Reasons for variation in levy growth include levy limits on municipalities and counties, revenue caps on schools, and a change in state school aid. [WI Taxpayers Alliance]
Transportation:

The Transportation Development Association (TDA) is spearheading an advisory referendum initiative to help protect the integrity of the Wisconsin Transportation Fund. According to the nonpartisan Legislative Fiscal Bureau, over the past decade, roughly $1.2 billion has been transferred from the Transportation Fund and spent elsewhere. Of the transferred amounts, approximately $800 million has been replaced with General Obligation bonds, resulting in a net loss to the Transportation Fund of approximately $400 million.  Specifically, TDA is working with county boards to include on the November 2010 ballot an advisory referendum asking voters whether the Wisconsin Constitution should be amended to prohibit any further transfers or lapses from the segregated transportation fund. The actual wording of the question will be determined by each county board. A proposed constitutional amendment requires adoption by two successive legislatures, and ratification by the people, before it can become effective.  “More than half of the states in the country already have a constitutional protection for their transportation funds,” said the TDA. Coalition members include 3M, AAA — Wisconsin, Aggregate Producers of Wisconsin, American Council of Engineering Companies of Wisconsin, American Petroleum Institute, Construction Business Group, East Central Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission, Great Lakes Timber Professionals Association, International Union of Operating Engineers Local 139, Midwest Food Processors Association, National Federation of Independent Business, Transportation Development Association of Wisconsin, Wisconsin Automobile & Truck Dealers Association, Wisconsin Automotive Aftermarket Association, Wisconsin Asphalt Pavement Association, Wisconsin Concrete Pavement Association, Wisconsin County Highway Association, Wisconsin Earth Movers Association, Wisconsin Economic Development Association, Wisconsin Grocers Association, Wisconsin Housing Alliance, Wisconsin Laborers’ District Council, Wisconsin Manufacturers & Commerce, Wisconsin Motor Carriers Association, Wisconsin Petroleum Council, Wisconsin Petroleum Marketers & Convenience Store Association, Wisconsin Restaurant Association, Wisconsin Retail Council, Wisconsin Towns Association, Wisconsin Transportation Builders Association, and Wisconsin Urban & Rural Transit Association.  Governor Jim Doyle says the attempt to amend the state’s constitution could put future budgets at risk and could mean deep cuts for education in the state. He says ending budget transfers from the Transportation Department will tie future governors and legislatures and they’ll find themselves asking why they’re cutting schools “when transportation is going up 10-12-percent?”  [WMC Capitol Watch, Marketplace Magazine, WHBL Radio]
FEDERAL

Communications:

The Federal Communications Commission voted June 17 to take another step toward reclassifying the way it regulates Internet service providers, releasing a plan for public comment that would give the federal agency vast new powers over companies that distribute Web access.  The 3-2 vote comes on the heels of a unanimous April ruling from the U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia that said the FCC had overstepped its authority when the federal agency sanctioned Comcast for slowing some Internet traffic within its networks. The FCC has since made efforts to find new ways to regulate the industry that fall within the confines of the law.  The FCC currently classifies Internet service providers — namely AT&T, Comcast and Verizon — as information services, leaving them largely exempt from regulation. The vote today is the first step toward re-classifying the companies to a new and more restrictive category within the FCC code.  The vote will start the process of reversing an eight-year-old decision to keep Internet lines virtually deregulated. The commission will take public comments on three proposals. The first would maintain the current framework, the second would regulate Internet service providers like telephone companies, and the final proposal, which Genachowski has dubbed the “third way,” would establish an entirely new framework for regulating the Internet service providers.  In the opening discussion before the vote, FCC Commissioner Michael J. Copps made the case for why his agency should gain more control over the industry.  “The law was twisted to shamefully promote the interests of a powerful few ahead of the interests of consumers,” Copps said, referring to the lack of regulation in the industry. “I, for one, am worried about relying only on the goodwill of a few powerful companies to achieve this country’s broadband hopes and dreams.”  It did not take long for the Internet companies, which would face new restrictions under two of the three proposals, to fire back.  “Reclassifying high-speed broadband Internet service as a telecom service is a terrible idea,” said Tom Tauke, executive vice president for public affairs for Verizon. “The negative consequences for online users and the Internet ecosystem would be severe and have ramifications for decades. It is difficult to understand why the FCC continues to consider this option. “Calling the decision “troubling” and “unsettling,” AT&T’s Senior Executive Vice President for External and Legislative Affairs Jim Cicconi voiced the company’s dissent.  “The FCC has argued that it is not seeking to regulate the Internet. The facts — indeed the very words of the proposal voted on today — tell a different story,” he said. “We remain confident that if the FCC persists in its course — and we truly hope it does not — the courts will surely overturn their action.” [Daily Caller]

Economy:
· The Commerce Department said on June 25 that the economy grew at an annual rate of 2.7% in the first quarter.  It was slower than initially thought because consumers spent less and imports rose faster than previously calculated.  Economists expect even slower growth ahead as companies bring their stockpiles more in line with sales.  Factory output has climbed this year, but it was driven more by businesses replenishing their warehouses and less by consumer demand.  [AP]

· The official June unemployment rate came in at 9.5%, down from 9.7% in May, the lowest number since last summer.  The economy shed 125,000 jobs last month, BUT that includes letting go of 225,000 temporary U.S. Census workers.  If there was good news in this report it was that the private sector added 83,000 jobs in June, which was more than the ADP private-sector jobs report, released earlier this week, predicted would be added. This is an increase over 33,000 private-sector jobs added in May. The number of long-term unemployed in June came in at 6.8 million, unchanged from May.  A raft of weak new reports July 1 provided the strongest evidence yet that the recovery is slowing and added to concerns that the nation could be on its way back into recession.  Most notable was a rise in the number of people filing for unemployment benefits for the first time. The four-week average for jobless claims now stands at its highest point since March. On top of that, the housing market appears to be slumping again, and auto sales were down. Manufacturers reported that export orders grew at a slower pace in June than the previous month. New surveys suggested growth in China is slowing, which could lead it to import fewer American products.  [Washington Post, AP]
· American Jobs and Closing Tax Loopholes Act: Senate Democrats on June 24 abandoned efforts to provide fresh aid to cash-strapped state governments and extend emergency unemployment benefits for millions of jobless workers, leaving in limbo President Obama's push for more spending to bolster the economy.  The decision came after the Senate failed again to muster 60 votes to advance a package of tax cuts and emergency economic provisions. Sen. Ben Nelson (D-NE) joined a united Republican caucus in voting to block the measure, citing concern that even the latest slimmed-down version would expand bloated budget deficits. The package fell short, 57 to 41. Emergency jobless benefits, which provide up to 99 weeks of income support, expired June 2. Unless Congress acts, the program would phase out entirely by the end of October.  Concern about the federal deficit hampered efforts to reshape the package, as even some Democrats demanded that new spending be paid for, forcing Democratic leaders repeatedly to pare it back.  The latest version, released late Wednesday, would have increased budget deficits by $33 billion over the next decade -- the cost of extending jobless benefits through the end of November. Obama's request for $24 billion in state aid was scaled back to $16 billion and its cost would have been covered by unspent funds from last year's economic stimulus package, much of it targeted at the food stamps program.  Other provisions would have been fully paid for, including plans to extend an array of expiring tax breaks that are hugely popular with many of the nation's largest business groups. Among the revenue-raising provisions in the measure are new taxes on investment fund managers and a limit on the foreign tax credits that multinational corporations that do business overseas can claim for income taxes paid to other countries. Another provision is a payroll tax on certain individuals and small businesses that form S-corporations. Under current law, owners of S-corporation service-sector companies don’t pay taxes at the company level; rather, the owners pay personal income taxes on the business profits as a shareholder in the company. Despite the anxiety about spending, Congress managed to take care of one group of supplicants. Late June 24, the House voted overwhelmingly to send to the president a measure that would postpone a 21% pay cut for doctors who see Medicare patients. The $6 billion measure would delay the cut until the end of this year. [Washington Post, US Chamber]

Elections:

H.R. 5175, DISCLOSE Act:  The House on June 24 narrowly approved (219-206) a campaign finance bill that tightens disclosure requirements for corporate and union spending on political campaigns.  The bill now heads to the Senate, where it faces a perilous path to passage.   With a busy Senate schedule and a fast-closing window of time before the midterm elections, the DISCLOSE Act faces uncertain prospects.  Two Democrats, Sens. Dianne Feinstein (CA) and Frank Lautenberg (NJ) have criticized the legislation over compromises made to get it through the House.  Democratic leaders have made the package a priority as the midterm elections near, believing that a controversial Supreme Court decision in January lifting limits on outside spending would lead to a flood of hostile corporate money against the party.  The DISCLOSE Act is a response to a January Supreme Court decision that overturned spending limits for corporations and unions. It would require corporations and nonprofit groups to disclose their top five donors if they spend money on political advertising. It would also force corporate executives and union officials to stand by their ads and disclose who is funding them. CEOs would be required to appear on camera in political ads, just as candidates must do now.  The vote on the DISCLOSE Act came after weeks of aggressive lobbying by supporters, who cast it as fundamental to the health of American democracy, and critics, who assailed the bill as an unconstitutional infringement on the freedom of speech.  The US Chamber said “They only achieved passage of this bill by making backroom deals and exempting some of the most powerful special interest groups in the country—and specifically allowing unions to mask the movement of their political money.”  Corporations, unions, non-profits and 527 groups will, for the first time, be required to report donors who give more than $600 if they engage in “express” advocacy — urging voters to support one candidate or another by name. Conveniently, as Republican staff on the House Administration Committee point out, average union dues in 2004 were $377 – below the $600 threshold. Since unions get the vast majority of their funds from member dues, “the new threshold for reporting is likely to have little effect on unions … but a huge effect on associations and advocacy groups,” a GOP summary of the bill says. Government contractors with contracts of more than $7 million are not permitted to engage in express advocacy. Unions that receive their dues from the taxpayer-funded salaries of public sector employees face no such restriction. Neither do recipients of grants. The bill includes strict rules on foreign-owned businesses engaging in express advocacy. The rules are so strict, critics fear, they will ensnare American companies with American employees and revenue. For instance, if a foreign entity owns, directly or indirectly, 20% or more of a company’s shares, that company isn’t allowed to urge citizens to vote for candidates, even if it’s based in the US.  The DISCLOSE Act does apply some of its requirements evenly. Top union officials must certify, as must corporate executives, that express advocacy spending is not coordinated with political parties or candidates and is otherwise kosher.  Unions are also subject to the new “stand by your ad” requirements. Under a 2002 campaign spending law, political candidates must state in television and radio advertisements they approved the message of their advertisements, and this now applies to ad sponsors and funders. Democratic leaders were forced to pull the bill from the House schedule temporarily after liberals revolted over an exemption tailored for the National Rifle Association (NRA).  The exemption was later widened to include more advocacy groups, but the change was not enough to win over some skeptics, both on the left and right. Thirty-six Democrats opposed the final legislation.  Those who opposed the bill included several Blue Dog Democrats in tough reelection battles and it split the Congressional Black Caucus. [TheHill.com, Roll Call, Daily Caller]

Energy:

· S. 1733 Clean Energy Jobs and American Power Act:  Sens. John Kerry (D-MA) and Joe Lieberman (I-CN), sponsors of the sweeping climate change bill are drafting a scaled-back version focused on electric power plants in a bid to salvage a role for greenhouse gas curbs in the Senate energy debate.  On July 14 they began circulating a draft of their narrowed plan as they try to convince Democratic leaders to include a carbon pricing component in a broad energy package that may hit the Senate floor around July 20. Kerry acknowledged that his broader effort to address climate change fell victim to a long and politically bruising healthcare debate and other priorities this election year.  Climate advocates face an uphill climb winning a spot for mandatory emissions curbs in the bill that is expected to blend provisions responding to the BP oil spill – such as stronger drilling safeguards – with measures to curb oil use and boost alternative energy. Kerry and Lieberman also hope to attract Republicans who may be open to a more limited approach, rather than the carbon-pricing plan the pair unveiled in May that also included manufacturers, refiners, motor fuels and other sectors. Some Senate sources have dubbed their evolving draft a “utility first” plan, signaling that perhaps manufacturers and other sources of pollution could eventually be covered as well, possibly voluntarily.  [TheHill.com]
Environment:

· The EPA in June issued a final rule for sulfur dioxide (SO2) limits under the Clean Air Act. The new rule establishes a new one-hour standard at 75 parts per billion (ppb). In addition, the EPA is revoking the current 24-hour and annual SO2 primary standards because, according to the EPA, those standards do "not provide additional health benefits." The two existing standards were 140 ppb evaluated over 24-hours, and 30 ppb evaluated over an entire year.  The new rule also creates new monitoring requirements, such as placing monitors in more populated areas. Specifically, the regulations require monitors to be placed in Core Based Statistical Areas (CBSAs) based on population weighted emissions index for the area.  Those requirements take place January 1, 2013.  Read more about the SO2 rule at: http://www.epa.gov/air/sulfurdioxide/pdfs/20100602fs.pdf. [Hamilton Consulting]

· On June 22, a single 20-pound bighead carp was found above the electric barrier in the Chicago canal system, about six miles south of Lake Michigan.  And on June 25, a group of 12 U.S. senators, including Wisconsin's Russ Feingold and Herb Kohl, sent a letter to President Barack Obama urging him to create a "commander" to fight the carp "battle."  Illinois Democratic Sen. Dick Durbin introduced a bill that would require the US Army Corps of Engineers to speed up a study exploring what was unthinkable only a few years ago - what it would take to once again physically separate Lake Michigan from the Mississippi basin. That separation was destroyed over 100 years ago when Chicago reversed its namesake river so it flushed the city's waste away from its drinking water intake pipes in Lake Michigan, into the Mississippi basin and ultimately down to the Gulf of Mexico.  Biologists have been saying for years that the only true solution to keep Asian carp - or any other aquatic invasive species - from spilling between Lake Michigan and the Mississippi basin is to construct a barrier in the canal system. Such a barrier would have tremendous implications for the way cargo moves through the system. Still, most agree this "hydrological separation" could be accomplished. The question is how, and how much it would cost. Congress previously instructed the Army Corps to begin a separation study, but the agency's pace - that study isn't due to be finished until 2012 at the earliest - evidently isn't fast enough for Durbin. He wants an initial report done in 180 days and the final report completed in 18 months.  [Journal Sentinel Online]
· New regulations for the disposing of coal ash proposed by the Environmental Protection Agency are likely to increase costs for utilities in Wisconsin, which are particularly dependent on coal – and those costs are expected to be passed on to consumers. The regulations may also make it more difficult for utilities to sell the ash, which is a byproduct of the coal burning process. They’ve successfully marketed this waste product to concrete, cement and wallboard manufacturers. The EPA’s proposal was released last in June and comments are being accepted until September 20. It proposed two sets of rules – one to regulate coal ash as hazardous waste and another to categorize it as a type of solid waste, a classification also used for household garbage. If the EPA decides to classify the waste as “hazardous,” it would oversee its regulation. If not, the agency would only mandate a set of minimum national standards and leave it up to state governments and citizens’ groups to enforce them.  Both options proposed would add to the costs of operating Wisconsin’s 14 coal-powered power plants. The federally-controlled option would cost a total of $1.5 billion with coal users and the federal government sharing most of the cost, EPA estimates. The state option would cost only about $600 nationwide with coal users and state government carrying the burden. Under both plans, the vast majority of costs would fall to the utilities themselves – costs the EPA says it expects will be passed onto consumers. When coal is burned for electricity, the leftovers are called “coal combustion residuals.” There are four kinds: fly ash, bottom ash, boiler slag and gypsum sludge. Coal ash is not harmful to touch, but it’s dangerous to ingest. It contains hazardous heavy metals such as arsenic, lead and mercury that can cause cancer and other health problems. Utilities across the country favor the state-run option.  The EPA currently approves of what it calls “beneficial uses” of coal ash – such as a material for mixing concrete cement, making drywall or fertilizing farm crops. EPA’s proposal explains, “We do not want to place any unnecessary barriers on the beneficial uses of coal combustion wastes so they can be used in applications that conserve natural resources and reduce disposal costs.” The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources has a program to test coal ash that’s recycled for high levels of dangerous chemicals. [Milwaukee Magazine]
Finance:
· New data released June 21 by the Treasury Department shows continued delays and disappointment faced by homeowners in the administration’s mortgage modification program. The overall numbers for the program remain bleak: 1.24 million homeowners have begun a trial modification since the program launched last year. But so far more homeowners, 436,053, have been dropped from the program than have received a permanent modification, 340,459.  Those dropped are about 35% of the 1.24 million who enrolled since March 2009.  Homeowners can be dropped because they fail to keep up the payments or because the servicer deems them ineligible. In the conference call, Allison attributed the high cancellation rates to the fact that some servicers had put homeowners into trials without requiring them to document their income. The Treasury changed the program’s rules earlier this year to require up-front documentation. [AP, ProPublica]  

· With Congress tied in political knots over whether to take further action to boost the economy, Fed leaders are weighing modest steps that could offer more support for economic activity at a time when their target for short-term interest rates is already near zero. They are still resistant to calls to pull out their big guns -- massive infusions of cash, such as those undertaken during the depths of the financial crisis -- but would reconsider if conditions worsen. Top Fed officials still say that the economic recovery is likely to continue into next year and that the policy moves being discussed are not imminent. One pro-growth strategy would be to strengthen language in Fed policy statements that the central bank's interest rate target is likely to remain "exceptionally low" for an "extended period." The policymakers could change that wording to effectively commit to keeping rates near zero for even longer than investors now expect, perhaps adding specifics about which economic conditions would lead them to raise rates. Another possibility would be to cut the interest rate paid to banks for extra money they keep on reserve at the Fed from 0.25 percent to zero. That would give banks slightly more incentive to lend money to customers rather than park it at the Fed, although it also could cause technical problems in the functioning of certain credit markets.  A third modest possibility would be to buy enough new mortgage securities to replace those on the Fed balance sheet that are paid off as people take advantage of low interest rates to refinance.  Some economists have encouraged the Fed to launch a new asset-purchase program, like the one carried out in 2008-9 when the Fed began buying Treasury bonds, mortgage securities and other long-term assets -- more than $1.7 trillion worth by the time the purchases concluded. [Washington Post]
· H.R. 4173 Wall Street Reform & Consumer Protection Act
· S. 3217 Restoring American Financial Stability Act
· The House passed the conference committee’s historic realignment of the rules that govern Wall Street 237-192 on June 30.  The Senate leadership announced on July 14 it had the 60 votes needed to pass the bill, and procedural votes on July 15 were expected to lead to passage within days.  The Wall Street reform act was a tougher-than-expected response to the 2008 financial crisis.  The legislation will create a powerful new consumer financial protection bureau, limit the amount of fees debit-card companies can charge merchants, give the government the power to break up failing financial firms and force transparency of the $600 trillion derivatives market.  It is designed to prevent banks and other firms from carrying out inordinately risky activity that puts the entire financial system at risk – and gives the federal government new tools to step in if they do anyway, in the hopes of being able to prevent a future crisis. The riskiest trades known as credit-default swaps must go through a clearinghouse.  Industry lobbyists and consumer advocates started preparing for the next battle: influencing the creation of several hundred new rules and regulations. Republicans warned that it could restrict access to credit and enshrine the idea that the government won’t allow big firms to fail. The Wall Street Journal’s interactive summary of the bill can be found here: http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748703615104575328430427126018.html Final negotiations struck an almost $18 billion tax on large firms, and replaced it with a more politically palatable revenue generator: ending the maligned Troubled Asset Relief Program three months before it was slated to expire, and boosting the minimum premiums that large banks have to pay into the FDIC's insurance fund. The change would benefit insurance firms and hedge funds from paying tens of millions of dollars in taxes. The bill is basically a 2,000-page missive to federal agencies, instructing regulators to address subjects ranging from derivatives trading to document retention. But it is notably short on specifics, giving regulators significant power to determine its impact — and giving partisans on both sides a second chance to influence the outcome. The much-debated prohibition on banks investing their own money, for example, leaves it up to regulators to set the exact boundaries. Lobbyists for Goldman Sachs, Citigroup and other large banks already are pressing to exclude some kinds of lucrative trading from that definition.  Consider the new restrictions on the fees that merchants must pay to banks when customers swipe debit cards. The Nilson Report, a trade publication, estimated that last year, those fees averaged 1.63% of the transaction amount. The legislation directs the Federal Reserve to cap those fees at a level that is “reasonable and proportional” to the cost of processing transactions. It gives the Fed nine months to gather data and decide. Trade groups for retailers, which want a lower cap, and banks, which want a higher one, are standing by to weigh in. Section 342 of the bill will establish Offices of Minority and Women Inclusion in at least 20 federal financial services agencies. These offices will be tasked with implementing “standards and procedures to ensure, to the maximum extent possible, the fair inclusion and utilization of minorities, women, and minority-owned and women-owned businesses in all business and activities of the agency at all levels, including in procurement, insurance, and all types of contracts.” So called “fair inclusion” will apply to “financial institutions, investment banking firms, mortgage banking firms, asset management firms, brokers, dealers, financial services entities, underwriters, accountants, investment consultants and providers of legal services.”  Consumer groups, meanwhile, are mobilizing to make sure that regulators deliver on promised protections for borrowers and investors. They worry that the shift from Capitol Hill to the offices of regulators could put the groups at a disadvantage, estimating that Congress had fixed in place no more than 25% of the details of that vast expansion. The US Chamber said the bill calls for more than 350 regulatory rulemakings, 47 studies, 74 reports, and counting and contended the new rules and studies will cause tremendous uncertainty—making it harder for businesses to raise capital, make investments, and create jobs. To put this effort into context, the Sarbanes-Oxley Act required 16 rulemakings and 6 studies—which took more than two years to complete.  On July 13 bankers completing the Wisconsin Bankers Association (WBA) semiannual Bank CEO Economic Conditions Survey overwhelmingly said the bill  will increase compliance costs, limit revenue opportunities and may force them to charge for services that are currently free.  Bankers also expressed concern that the increased capital requirements in Dodd-Frank may reduce lending and slow the economic recovery. [Politico, NY Times, Wall Street Journal, National Journal, US Chamber, Daily Caller, WBA news release] 
· Federal regulators on June 21 adopted a plan to ensure that banks’ pay policies don’t encourage employees to take reckless gambles like those that contributed to the recent financial crisis.  The plan, originally proposed by the Federal Reserve last year, was also endorsed by other key banking regulators—the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, the Office of the Comptroller of the Currency and the Office of Thrift Supervision.  Many banks’ practices have been found deficient in curbing risk-taking based on an in-depth analysis by regulators, the Fed said.  It has directed banks, which weren’t identified, to take steps to fix their policies.  [AP]
Health Care:
· The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) issued a final rule containing a broad set of federal requirements to restrict access to cigarettes and smokeless tobacco products in the United States. The new rule, Regulations Restricting the Sale and Distribution of Cigarettes and Smokeless Tobacco to Protect Children and Adolescents, (see: http://www.fda.gov/TobaccoProducts/GuidanceComplianceRegulatoryInformation/ucm214425.htm) became effective June 22, 2010.  The new rule states that 'a retailer may sell cigarettes or smokeless tobacco only in a direct, face-to-face exchange without the assistance of any electronic or mechanical device (such as a vending machine).'  The FDA rule contains an exception for cigarette vending machines only "where no person younger than 18 years of age is present, or permitted to enter, at any time." This requirement is stricter than and preempts Wisconsin law, which allowed for cigarette or tobacco product vending machines where persons younger than 18 years of age were permitted to enter accompanied by "his or her parent or guardian or by his or her spouse who has attained the age of 18 years." Under Wisconsin law, for example, persons under the age of 18 are permitted to enter establishments licensed for the sale of alcoholic beverages when accompanied by their parent, guardian, or spouse over 18 years of age. These establishments do not qualify for the exception allowed under the federal rule. [WMC Capitol Watch]

· On Thursday, June 17, final regulations relating to 'grandfathered' health plans were published. Some of the provisions in the new federal health care laws do not apply to a grandfathered health plan. For example, under federal law, a grandfathered health plan does not currently have to cover an older child (up to age 26) if the child has other employer-sponsored coverage available. In contrast, a non-grandfathered health plan generally would have to cover such an older child. The actual statutes give little guidance on when a plan is grandfathered. The new regulations from the Internal Revenue Service (IRS), Department of Labor (DOL) and Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) fill in this gap and provide important guidance for plan sponsors.    A plain-language analysis by the Michael Best & Friedrich law firm can be viewed here: http://www.michaelbest.com/health-care-reform-compliance-alert-irs-dol--hhs-issue-final-regulations-on-grandfathered-plan-status/  [WMC Capitol Watch]
Labor & Workplace:

Business groups are criticizing the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) for exploring electronic union balloting, charging that workers would be subject to the same kind of intimidation as if card-check legislation were approved. At issue is a “request for information” released by NLRB that asks federal contractors how they would administer a union electronic voting system. The notice asks contractors to provide information on how they would implement a system, such as how much it would cost.  Business groups opposed to the Employee Free Choice Act (EFCA) immediately argued the move would leave workers subject to intimidation if they are voting on union representation from remote locations.  NLRB, in making its request, said the use of electronic voting would be in support of secret-ballot elections.  The board also asks federal contractors to work on safeguards to prevent voters from being intimidated if they are casting electronic ballots from a remote location.  According to the labor board notice, the labor board could not estimate the size of the contract for electronic elections. The notice said that if NLRB decides to proceed, the contract would be for at least a year.  [TheHill.com]
Regulation:

Considering leasing new office space? It could cost you, big time.  A seemingly benign change proposed by the Financial Accounting Standards Board would require companies to list the value of real estate leases as assets and liabilities on balance sheets instead of as expenses like the utility or phone bill. If it goes into effect — potentially as early as 2013 — some companies might find their bankers less willing to lend them money, while others could be forced to record millions of dollars in charges on their books.  Still others could be forced to put up more equity on their outstanding loans or find their credit lines suddenly revoked. Meanwhile, landlords could soon be confronted with frugal tenants looking to lease less space and for shorter terms to minimize the impact of the change. Retail chains with multiple stores, banks with many branches, and even airlines — themselves tenants at their airports where they land and take off — are among those who stand to be most impacted by the change.  There are also defense contractors, who get reimbursed from the federal government based on their rental expenses. If leases are accounted for as liabilities instead of expenses, that could force many companies to renegotiate their deals with the federal government.  FASB is the organization that comes up with Generally Accepted Accounting Principles, or GAAP, rules that companies must follow. The board recently announced the proposed changes to real estate leases, the idea being to make reporting those costs more transparent to investors. The current change deals with real estate tenants. Landlords are left alone for the most part except for how their tenants respond to the change. But once FASB adopts the current changes, it plans to take aim at how landlords record their leasing deals. For now, the board is seeking comments on the changes to tenants’ real estate leases and hopes to hold a public hearing later this year. [Baltimore Business Journal] 
Taxation & Budget:

· See the “Economy” section for news on the bill containing tax cut extenders and other economic incentives.

· H.R. 5141 “Small Business Paperwork Mandate Elimination Act” Starting in 2012, companies of all sizes will have to file a Form 1099-MISC with the IRS for all payments made to businesses in the 2011 calendar year, aggregating $600 or more for the purchase of property (goods) and services.  This new law lifted the exemption for purchases from corporations and expanded the requirement to include property (goods).  The US Chamber said it fears that many businesses, in an attempt to reduce data collection and paperwork burdens, will simply reduce vendors and refuse to entertain new business dealings. This could have a disproportional impact on small businesses and entrepreneurs attempting to get a foot in the door.  Observers say the IRS neither has the resources nor the ability to use the new information and it will have only minimal benefit as a government tool in reducing non-compliance. H.R. 5141 would repeal this mandate. [US Chamber]

· Cut Social Security. Ditch the deduction for interest on home mortgages. Tax gasoline. The United States recently opened itself to the most intense scrutiny yet by the International Monetary Fund, and on July 8 was offered a bitter pill when the agency criticized some well-defended aspects of American culture -- cheap fuel, subsidized housing, and a government retirement check.  In a broad call for U.S. financial prudence, the agency also said the Obama administration was overestimating U.S. economic growth and needed to trim government deficits by hundreds of billions of additional dollars if its announced budget targets are to be met.  The report will feed into a larger effort by the Group of 20 major nations to use peer pressure as a tool in repairing the damage from the recent financial crisis, with the IMF dishing out advice and the other members of the organization poised in judgment of one another's follow-through. The United States and China only recently agreed to let the IMF go beyond the broad economic survey performed annually on all members of the fund and undertake a more detailed review under the fund's Financial Sector Assessment Program. The two countries had been among the most notable of the fund's 187 members to refuse to participate in the financial sector study. An administration official said the IMF's conclusions were too harsh. [Washington Post]
· The co-chairmen of President Obama's debt and deficit commission offered an ominous assessment of the nation's fiscal future at the National governors Association annual meeting on July 11, calling current budgetary trends a cancer "that will destroy the country from within" unless checked by tough action in Washington.  The two leaders -- former Republican senator Alan Simpson of Wyoming and Erskine Bowles, White House chief of staff under President Bill Clinton -- sought to build support for the work of the commission, whose recommendations due later this year are likely to spark a fierce debate in Congress.  The commission leaders said that, at present, federal revenue is fully consumed by three programs: Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid. "The rest of the federal government, including fighting two wars, homeland security, education, art, culture, you name it, veterans -- the whole rest of the discretionary budget is being financed by China and other countries," Simpson said.  "We can't grow our way out of this," Bowles said. "We could have decades of double-digit growth and not grow our way out of this enormous debt problem. We can't tax our way out. . . . The reality is we've got to do exactly what you all do every day as governors. We've got to cut spending or increase revenues or do some combination of that." Bowles pointed to steps taken recently by the new coalition government in Britain, which also faces an acute budgetary problem, as a guide to what the commission might use in its recommendations. That would mean about three-quarters of the deficit reduction would be accomplished through spending cuts, and the remainder with additional revenue. Simpson also warned that the November elections could add another wild card to the work of the commission. "I have no idea what's going to happen on Election Day but it's going to be disruptive . . .," he said. "It's going to be a big wake-up call around the whole United States. I have no idea where it's going, but thank heaven we have a month then to work through the wreckage."  [Washington Post]
Trade:

· White House Intellectual Property Enforcement Coordinator Victoria Espinel, also known as the “copyright czar,” on June 22 delivered the administration’s “ambitious” plan to protect Americans from counterfeit and pirated goods.  The plan aims to improve the government’s prevention, detection and prosecution of intellectual property theft. It includes an increased focus on supply chain security and the targeting of foreign websites that violate US intellectual property rights.  The plan also emphasizes reducing the number of counterfeit goods purchased by the government and federal contractors. Vice president Biden cited counterfeit Kevlar vests purchased for military personnel in Afghanistan and law enforcement officials as evidence of the gravity of detecting fake goods.  The plan also includes specific enforcement responsibilities for agencies including the Food and Drug Administration, the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the Department of Justice. Each will get additional personnel and resources to detect and prosecute intellectual property theft.  The US Chamber hailed the new strategy as “a historic and very meaningful step” in the fight against global intellectual property theft. [TheHill.com, US Chamber Weekly]
· The Chinese yuan surged to a record high as Beijing delivered on its central bank’s promise to loosen its currency’s peg to the dollar, allowing greater flexibility in its exchange rates. Analysts said the move was not a major shift in foreign policy, but rather a maneuver aimed mainly at countering criticism that Beijing’s currency policies have kept its exports artificially cheap, strengthened its hand against inflation and kept its economy growing at a rapid pace while creating perennial trade imbalances with other countries.  [AP]
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