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LOCAL

Downtown Green Bay:

· U.S. Rep. Steve Kagen, D-Appleton, announced that $1 million for demolition of Green Bay's vacant downtown shopping mall was included in an appropriations bill approved by the House on July 29.  Negotiations will follow once the Senate passes its own version of the appropriations bill.  Green Bay city officials are seeking federal urban redevelopment funds to pay for demolishing the old Washington Commons mall, which closed in 2006.  If funding is available, Mayor Jim Schmitt would like to begin demolition later this year, clearing the 5-acre site for redevelopment.  On August 10 the Redevelopment Authority authorized city staff to seek proposals from salvage firms for removing the 5-acre building and to look at proposals for recycling mall materials.  [Press-Gazette]
· In a 7-year-old court fight surrounding Green Bay's old downtown Younkers department store, the city is banking on two remaining battlegrounds in the hope of recouping millions of lost dollars.  The city paid $5.6 million last year to Wisconsin Mall Properties, the former store property owner, in a breach-of-contract case stemming from the 2003 closing of Younkers.  All that remains of the contract case is a lingering dispute over interest income and legal fees.  Brown County Circuit Court Judge Donald Zuidmulder ruled on August 5 that the two sides must hire Reserve Judge Richard Dietz to study the case and rule on what money the city still owes in the case. At issue is about $700,000 beyond the $5.6 million Green Bay already has had to pay in the case.  State law allows a judge to establish a referee whose function is not to mediate an agreement but rather to issue a decision that the judge would then enforce.  But city officials also have their sights set on two related cases — a condemnation appeal and a malpractice complaint — as remaining opportunities to turn defeat into victory.  When earlier rulings in the case had favored the city, Wisconsin Mall Properties in 2005 filed a separate action appealing the city's condemnation, specifically the amount of money paid. It is that case that city attorneys now are anxious to pursue, in the hope that they can convince a judge or jury that the city overpaid for the property.  Wisconsin Mall Properties tried to dismiss the condemnation case last year, but a judge refused. That refusal now is under appeal.  The city has long contended that its condemnation award was flawed because of an appraisal error. In yet another lawsuit, the city filed a malpractice complaint last year against attorney Benjamin Southwick, who had advised the city in the original condemnation deal with Saks. The city blames Southwick for the appraisal error and is seeking damages from him. That matter has stalled while Southwick and his insurance company fight over how much liability coverage he has to defend himself against the city.  [Press-Gazette]
Economic Development:

· The De Pere City Council on July 20 approved a downtown master plan laying out a timetable to develop the area as a single, unified city center regardless of the river dividing the district.  It includes plans to improve transportation and pedestrian connections, increase parking and create more residential space.  The future of the area around the old bridge is still up for debate.  [Press-Gazette]
· Green Bay planners discussed redevelopment of the Military Avenue corridor at a public meeting on July 29.  [Press-Gazette]  
Government Efficiency and Cooperation:

· The Brown County board voted (15-9; voting no were Buckley, Clancy, Fewell, Haefs, Moynihan, Nicholson, Tumpach, Vander Leest and Wetzel) at its August 18 meeting to approve relocation of the Sheriff Department to the former S&L Motors site in Bellevue.  The Executive Committee of the board had twice voted unanimously to recommend the purchase.  The offer to Vision Properties II LLC of Allouez includes $2.95 million for the property, $951,550 for renovation, $673,240 for fiber optic installation, a 9,000-square-foot metal storage building and card access system, and $97,450 for the installation of the information services network.  It will take a three-fourths majority (20 votes) to approve bonding to pay for the total $5 million project.  According to county officials, interest in 20-year bonds would cost $4.3 million, but would be offset by a $1.5 million federal rebate. [Press-Gazette]

· After nearly nine months of study, the post office scrapped a plan to move outgoing mail functions of the Green Bay processing plant at 300 Packerland Avenue to the Oshkosh plant, according to U.S. Postal Service spokeswoman Marge Oehlke, adding it was numbers, not politics that persuaded the post office to abandon the plan.  "It was a very extensive study," she said. "We looked at every aspect of the operations. The numbers tell us our answers."  While moving Green Bay's processing to Oshkosh isn't the answer, the post office now will study the possibility of moving Oshkosh's processing to Green Bay, Oehlke said.  That same move was examined and abandoned in 2007, but enough has changed to justify re-examining the move, Oehlke said.  [Press-Gazette]  The Chamber had lobbied extensively on the issue, and mobilized hundreds of members to write federal elected officials calling for the study to be based on an accurate evaluation of the Green Bay facility.
Transportation:

· The Brown County board voted on July 21 to send back to committee a resolution on reconstruction of Hwy GV in Ledgeview and Bellevue to a four-lane divided highway.  The Bellevue Village Board voted 3-2 on August 11 recommending reconstruction into a four-lane divided road, stipulating that the section of road in its municipality have a 35-mph speed limit and that the village have the right to approve the road’s bike lane, walking trail and median plans.  [Press-Gazette]
· US Rep. Jim Oberstar (D-MN) chairman of the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee, met with Brown County officials and Rep. Steve Kagen on July 25 to pledge his support for continued funding of dredging in the Port of Green Bay.  [Press-Gazette]

STATE

Business and Economic Development:

· Twenty states and the District of Columbia have larger workforces now than they did a year ago, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Ten of those states enjoyed increases of more than 10,000 jobs.  Wisconsin was not among them. It lost 18,100 nonfarm jobs between June 2009 and June 2010.  Texas, on the other hand, picked up 87,800 jobs during the past year -- far and away the biggest increase in any state. It was followed by Indiana (up 30,100 since June 2009), North Carolina (up 30,000) and Pennsylvania (up 26,900).  [Business Journal of Milwaukee]
· The Wisconsin Realtors Association reported August 11 that the median price for existing homes sold in the state in this year's second quarter was $144,900, down only $100 from the same period in 2009. Prices seem to be stabilizing after several years of modest declines in the state, the Realtors trade group said.  Driven by buyers hoping to take advantage of federal tax credits that expired April 30, sales of existing homes in Wisconsin rose 19.4% during the second quarter from the same period in 2009, the Realtors organization said. That topped a 17.3% increase nationwide.  However, the expiration of the tax incentive to buy a home probably will cause a drop-off in sales statewide in the third quarter, said Bill Malkasian, president of the Wisconsin Realtors Association. [Journal Sentinel Online]

· Bankruptcy filings in Wisconsin rose 16% during the first half of this year, an increase lawyers say was driven largely by consumers and small-business operators who couldn't find enough work in the slow economy to keep up with their debts. There were 16,021 bankruptcy petitions filed in federal court through June, compared with 13,802 during the same period a year earlier, U.S. Bankruptcy Court records show. [Journal Sentinel Online]
· Wisconsin, a perennial laggard in income and tax rankings, is overdue for a top-to-bottom overhaul of its state Department of Commerce, an agency that's too unfocused and antiquated to act as a much-needed economic catalyst, according to a new report.  The team of authors, who include former commerce secretaries Republican and Democratic governors, concede their proposals are "explosive" and "intentionally disruptive" because the envisioned new agency would operate more like a private company than a government bureaucracy. They argue that a radical restructuring is essential if Wisconsin aims to compete with other parts of the nation, much less internationally.  The authors argue that the agency developed an unwieldy structure over the years as politicians arbitrarily added a grab bag of other functions, such as housing services, plumbing certification, construction permits, building inspection and even environmental regulation.  Of the agency's 328 permanent employees - it normally has 400, but reduced staff during the recession - only 11% of them have any association with business development.  The report, "Be Bold Wisconsin," aims to make Wisconsin a top 10 state in which to start or expand a business by 2016. A radical overhaul of Commerce became a more realistic possibility August 2 as all three major gubernatorial candidates lined up behind the new study. Among its main recommendations:

· Transfer all the non-economic functions to other agencies and create a statewide version of Milwaukee 7 [like New North], a public-private consortium that focuses on attracting, retaining and expanding businesses. The proposed state agency would retain control of Madison's toolbox of tax breaks, subsidies and incentives.

· To emulate the speed and dynamism of the private sector, the new agency would have the trappings of a private company: competitive salaries that are no longer tied to government pay scales; a president or executive director; performance metrics; and a board that's chaired by the governor but composed of private-sector and university representatives.

· Junk the bureaucratic-sounding Department of Commerce and call the new agency Accelerate Wisconsin.

· To insulate the new agency from politicians who want to advance pet projects, it would map the state's economy for tenable clusters of industry that can compete in Wisconsin's ecosystem. It then would formalize its strategy around the targeted industries, complete with industry specialists and a rapid-response team. The report does not recommend specific industries.

· Work closely with the regional economic strategy groups around the state.

· In a state starved for venture capital, which prompts entrepreneurs to go elsewhere for financing, Madison should use unallocated state bonding authority to create a massive new $500 million fund to invest in start-ups and business incentives.

· Noting that Wisconsin has an "image problem," launch an image-building and branding effort to market the advantages of its target industries, starting with a rudimentary website.

The plan is meant to be budget neutral because it mainly involves a rearrangement of existing staff and agencies.  The agency came under fire in elections four years ago after a legislative audit found that the state operates no fewer than 152 disparate economic incentive programs so disjointedly that it couldn't properly track them. Since then, however, the agency has examined each of its programs, overhauling and consolidating them, Deputy Commerce Secretary Zach Brandon said. Pleading for urgency, the new report says Wisconsin needs to move away from an ad hoc and unsystematic approach toward industrial policy. Too often, the state doesn't respond until a company announces mass layoffs or issues a press release about a plant closure, the report says. "New York's Rapid Response and Business Retention Plan should serve as a model of a state that has elevated business retention to an appropriate level of urgency.”  [Journal Sentinel Online]

Communications:

· The Public Service Commission of Wisconsin (PSCW) announced on August 16 the initial release of Wisconsin’s high-speed Internet access (broadband) map as a part of a statewide broadband mapping and planning effort known as LinkWISCONSIN. An interactive map and information about Wisconsin’s broadband project is at http://www.link.wisconsin.gov.

Elections:

· Wisconsin has more candidates running for the state assembly and senate in the November 2010 election than in any gubernatorial election year in the last two decades. A total of 314 men and women are seeking seats in the state senate and assembly, 71 more than the 243 who filed during 2006, the last gubernatorial election year. That’s a 29.2% jump in candidates.  The average number of candidates filing for election from 1990 to 2006 is 250, or 20% below this year. The bulk of the increase in candidates is coming from the legislature’s lower house, the 99-member Assembly, which has 273 office seekers for the two-year term. The Senate has 41 office seekers, up 13.9% since the 2006 election. Candidate numbers also vary by party affiliation. The number of third-party candidates surged, with 26 running, compared with only 9 in 2006. Republican candidates for seats in both houses increased 48.7% over 2006, with 171 candidates compared to 115 candidates four years ago. Democratic numbers are largely unchanged from four years ago, when 119 ran compared to 117 this year. [Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance]

· Republicans and Democrats are mounting high-stakes campaigns for the Legislature that could determine the future of state elections for the decade to come.  If the GOP can take back the state Senate or Assembly this fall, that party will get a much larger role in drawing the boundaries of legislative districts that will stand for the next 10 years and exert a powerful influence on future elections.  "There's no question. It's very rare that you see as much at stake as there is in the 2010 election," state Republican Party executive director Mark Jefferson said. "We're very cognizant on this side that we need to take back at least one house of the Legislature."  Buoyed by the shifting national mood and a large class of candidates, Republicans say they could take control of both legislative houses from Democrats with a message of smaller government and job creation.  Democrats say they have the record on health care, education and jobs - and the campaign cash - to hang on to their slim majorities.  The Democrats control the Senate 18-15, meaning that Republicans would have to take two seats to win control there. In the Assembly, Democrats controlled the body 51-46 with two independents before two lawmakers stepped down to become judges, meaning that Republicans would need to win four new seats to take back the chamber outright.  By the fall of 2011, lawmakers are expected to be working in earnest to pass a redistricting plan that would also have to be approved by the governor. In the past three rounds of redistricting in Wisconsin, courts played a major role in settling controversial disputes. But if one party controls all of state government, leaders could have an easier time approving their own plan without as much involvement by the courts. [Journal Sentinel Online]

· An unlikely duo of a conservative group and a liberal organization (Wisconsin Club for Growth and One Wisconsin Now) together brought a lawsuit to block a new state rule regulating political issue ads and messages that took effect August 1.  The suit filed in federal court in Madison said that the state agency behind the rule overstepped its authority and violated their constitutional right to free speech.  Days later, Wisconsin Right to Life and its political action committee filed a separate federal lawsuit in Milwaukee. On August 9, a half-dozen more conservative groups joined the fray in an attempt to put the issue directly before the state Supreme Court. On August 10 the two organizations behind the original lawsuit reached an agreement with the Government Accountability Board (GAB) that it will accept a permanent injunction forbidding it from enforcing the rules regarding issue advocacy. On August 13 the Wisconsin Supreme Court in a 4-3 decision granted the injunction request of the conservative groups, and temporarily halted enforcement of the rule until the high court hears arguments on the rule itself.  The Accountability Board's director, Kevin Kennedy, said that even with the settlement, the board would be able to regulate some issue ads.  Groups running ads that try to inform the public about issues would not have to disclose their funding, but those that run ads that are clear appeals to vote for or against a candidate would have to disclose their funding, even if they don't explicitly say "vote for" or "vote against."  However, a federal judge declined on August 11 to sign the injunction, but the state is sticking by an agreement not to implement them.  U.S. District Judge William M. Conley in Madison ordered the state and two groups that sued over the rules to file briefs arguing whether federal court is the correct venue to decide the case.  Although this development could eventually one of the cases to an end, the other two will continue, at least for now. Wisconsin Right to Life's lawsuit is similar to the other two suits, but it also challenges a separate requirement that limits donations by individuals to political action committees to $10,000, even if the committees don't contribute directly to candidates.  The U.S. Supreme Court recently ruled that corporations could spend freely on independent ads to elect or defeat candidates. For that reason, the anti-abortion group is arguing it should be able to raise unlimited amounts for its political ads.  The rule by the GAB had required groups that air ads or make communications heaping praise on or criticizing political candidates to disclose where they get their money and how they spend it - even if those groups don't specifically urge their audience to vote for or against the candidate.  The rule did not put any limits on what regulated groups can say, how much money they can raise or spend or who can donate to them.  But the rule erased the current distinction between state-regulated ads that explicitly call for the election or defeat of a candidate and ads that in the past escaped regulation because they don't contain "magic words" such as "vote for" or "vote against."  As a result those issue ads or other types of messages would have been subject to disclosure rules if they run in the 30 days before a primary election or the 60 days before a November general or spring election. [Journal Sentinel Online, AP]

· Wisconsin Attorney General J.B. Van Hollen issued a formal opinion on August 9  on the U.S. Supreme Court's landmark decision on political spending, Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission.  In January, the high court ruled that campaign spending by corporations is protected speech under the First Amendment. The court ruled that businesses can spend as much as they like on political ads and billboards. In his opinion, Van Hollen wrote that similar Wisconsin statutes prohibiting corporations' campaign spending are invalid and unenforceable but did not dismantle other regulations the state has on campaign fund raising.  [WKOW.com]

Energy:

· The Wind Siting Council has completed its work on statewide wind farm siting rules for the Public Service Commission.  The Wind Siting Council has been developing recommendations to guide the commission since March.  The report released today finds no negative health impacts of wind energy systems based on the Council’s exhaustive review; however, the group recommends minimum setback distances for wind turbines back from property lines at 1.1 times the maximum blade height. Other recommendations include giving neighboring landowners an opportunity to participate in the siting process through wind easements and establishing a complaint resolution process as well as noise and shadow flicker limits.  The council adopted the report on an 11-4 vote on August 9.  The task force included wind developers and utilities as well as homeowners and town officials from areas that are host to wind power developments, said Dan Ebert of WPPI Energy, who chaired the panel.  The council reached agreement on three-fourths of its recommendations, he said.  View the recommendations here: http://psc.wi.gov/mediaRoom/documents/WSC%20Final%20Report%20and%20Cover%20Letter%208-9-2010.pdf  The PSC plans to complete the rules by the end of August.  The measure could also end what has been years of localized fights — often spurred by well-funded anti-wind organizations — that have effectively killed at least 10 proposed wind farms in the past eight years, and scared off several others.  Wisconsin spends about $1.5 billion on imported energy every year and ranks 16th in the country in available wind.  According to the American Wind Energy Association (AWEA), Wisconsin has the capacity to produce up to 449 megawatts of energy from its current wind farms — enough to power about 110,000 homes.  Yet the state trails other Midwestern states in wind energy production. Minnesota wind farms produce 1,797 megawatts, Illinois produces 1,848 and Iowa generates 3,670.  [Press-Gazette, Clean Wisconsin news release, State Journal]
· In recent filings, Wisconsin’s utilities and environmental groups disagreed over whether the state has the legal authority to vote to close electric utilities’ power plants because of the state’s excess capacity.  The severe recession coupled with the construction of new coal-fired power plants in Wausau and Oak Creek means the state has more than enough power to meet  its need for years to come.  That’s prompted attention by the state Public Service commission, which has begun an investigation into whether the state can and should mothball or shut down older coal-fired power plants.  Environmental groups and the state’s utilities are on opposite ends of the spectrum in their legal arguments about whether the state even has the legal authority to take such measures.  A wave of new environmental rules are pressuring older coal-fired power plants that don’t have pollution controls.  By early next year the EPA is expected to unveil a rule that will require modifications to limit emissions of hazardous air pollutants including mercury, lead and arsenic—among others.  It’s known as HAP MACT.  “The HAP MACT will set new targets for mercury and acid gases at a plant-by-plant level and is already expected to drive 25-30% of US coal-fired nameplate capacity into retirement,” according to Christine Tezak, an analyst at R W Baird & Co.  [Milwaukee Journal Sentinel]
Environment:

· Despite being rebuffed twice by the US Supreme Court, five states (Wisconsin, Michigan, Ohio, Minnesota and Pennsylvania) filed suit on July 19 in the US District Court in northern Illinois demanding tougher federal and municipal action to prevent Asian carp from overrunning the Great Lakes and decimating their fishing industry.  It accuses the US Army Corps of Engineers and the metropolitan Water Reclamation District of Greater Chicago of creating a public nuisance by operating locks, gates and other infrastructure through which the carp could enter the lakes.  The states contend the issue has become more dire since a live bighead carp was found in June in a Chicago-area waterway only 6 miles from Lake Michigan—well past an electric barrier designed to block the voracious fish’s path. [AP]

· CR 10-035: Six Republican state representatives pressed for a hearing on new rules that would further restrict phosphorous runoff at a cost to businesses and municipalities the lawmakers say is unreasonable. Under current rules, point sources — businesses and municipalities with DNR discharge permits — are subject to phosphorous limits of 1.0 milligrams per liter.  The new rules would cut those phosphorous limits to 0.10 milligrams per liter for discharges into rivers, 0.075 milligrams per liter for streams and 0.04 milligrams per liter for lakes. The cost of implementing the rules that the Wisconsin Natural Resources Board approved June 23 is nearly $2 billion, according to the state Department of Natural Resources.  Another estimate puts the implementation cost at more than $3 billion, according to WMC.  The changes strengthen rules that reduce phosphorous pollution from farms, factories and sewage treatment plants. Phosphorus is a nutrient that promotes weed and algae growth.  If the Legislature makes no changes, the rules, known as Clearinghouse Rule 10-035, will become law in mid-August.  Sen. Mark Miller, D-Monona, chairman of the state Senate’s Committee on Environment, held a July 28 hearing on the new phosphorous rules.  [Daily Reporter]
Labor and Workplace:

Although Wisconsin’s unemployment rate has lagged behind the national average throughout 2009 and 2010, the state is borrowing more federal funds per capita to support its beleaguered unemployment fund than all but three other states.  Persistent high unemployment rates – and a corresponding rise in unemployment payments – are forcing more and more states to borrow from the Federal Unemployment Account, which is funded by the federal unemployment tax on employers.   So far, Wisconsin, fourth highest in the country, has borrowed about $252 per capita to continue providing unemployment benefits. Michigan, which has seen astronomical unemployment rates of 13 and 14% in 2009 and 2010, has borrowed the most – $383 per capita. Indiana, second highest, has borrowed $272. North Carolina, third highest, has borrowed $253.  In raw numbers, Wisconsin ranks 11th in the country. The state has borrowed $1.4 billion, as compared to $3.8 billion in Michigan (second highest) and $7.5 billion in California (the highest).  But Wisconsin’s situation could get much worse.  In late 2009, state legislators estimated the unemployment fund deficit could balloon to almost $3 billion by the end of 2010.  Congress is forgiving interest on all of the loans to states until the end of the year. Barring an extension of the moratorium, states could end up paying 4 or 5% interest on the gigantic loans in 2011.  [Milwaukee Magazine]

State Budget & Spending:

· The Joint Legislative Audit Committee on July 15 unanimously approved an audit to investigate why a website established by the Contract Sunshine Act of 2006, ensuring public review of information on state contracts worth $10,000 or more, appears to have been ignored by agencies legally required to post contract records.  The Department of Administration testified that agencies have struggled to meet the high labor demands associated with the website, which is not compliant with other longer-established registries documenting contract activity and spending by state agencies.  Agencies lament the need to manually reproduce contract information for the site.  Sen. Rob Cowles (R-Allouez) called for the audit after Gannett Wisconsin Media reported the website was being ignored. The Government Accountability Board, formed in 2008 to hold state government accountable, plans to improve the Contract Sunshine website, including an effort to shame agencies that fail to submit contract details as required.  Still, the site's administrator, James Malone, said Wednesday that "considering the amount of purchasing knowledge, it was suggested that perhaps the state Bureau of Procurement may be a better fit for Contract Sunshine." [Gannett]

· The state Supreme Court ruled (5-2) on June 20 that a transfer of $200 million out of the Patients Compensation Fund was unconstitutional and directed a lower court to require the state to replace the money with lost earnings and interest.  A top aide to Doyle and the head of the state Senate said a special session for lawmakers ahead of November's elections to rebalance the state budget is unlikely.  The court found the transfer, used to balance the 2007-09 budget, was an unconstitutional taking of private property without justification because health care providers that pay into the fund have a constitutionally protected property interest in the fund.  The court’s ruling overturns a Dane County court decision. It also sends the case back to Dane County with direction to issue an order directing the state to replace the money with lost earnings and interest and a permanent injunction barring future transfers out of the fund.  The court's decision left open the possibility that raids could continue on many other funds for special purposes such as road building - a practice that has shifted more than $2 billion to the state's main account since 2003. But the ruling immediately led the three major candidates for governor to pledge not to use such transfers to overcome a $2.5 billion shortfall expected for the 2011-'13 budget - a gap that doesn't include this latest obligation.  Even Prosser's majority opinion - which was joined by Justices N. Patrick Crooks, Michael Gableman, Patience Roggensack and Annette K. Ziegler - suggested that other funds such as the transportation fund were not subject to constitutional protection because, unlike the malpractice fund, they lacked beneficiaries set out in state law.  The Republican gubernatorial candidates said they supported amendments to the state constitution to ban such transfers. Barrett said he was fine with an amendment to stop transfers from the transportation fund, but he did not specifically endorse the idea.  [WisPolitics, Journal Sentinel Online]
Taxation & Fees:

The average Wisconsin resident paid $40 less in state and local taxes and had an income almost 6% less than the average American in 2008, according to an analysis of US Census Bureau data by the Wisconsin Budget Project.  Revenue collected in Wisconsin is further below the national average if all state and locally generated revenue is accounted for, including fees and taxes. The state and local government revenue in Wisconsin was $6,152 per person, $236 below the national average.  In per capita federal revenue, the state received $1,310 per person compared with a national average of $1,582. Wisconsin's ranking in per capita federal revenue dropped to 46th from 35th in 2000.  The analysis also found state and local government spending per capita was $7,541 in 2008 — 4.4% below the national average — which brings the state down to a ranking of 22nd. Wisconsin was ranked 12th in 2000.  In state and local taxes relative to income, Wisconsin went from 4th in 2000 to 13th in 2008.  [Wisconsin State Journal]
Transportation:

A campaign to safeguard money in the state transportation fund continues to gain momentum across the state.  In the past few weeks, 35 Wisconsin county boards (including Brown) have voted to include an advisory referendum question on the fall election ballot asking if the Wisconsin constitution should be amended to protect transportation money, according to a press release from Finding Forward, a coalition of Wisconsin county and municipal governments, private businesses, organized labor, agriculture, non-profit associations, regional planning interests, housing organizations and other groups.  [Daily Reporter]
FEDERAL

Economy:
· The Senate on July 21 passed a measure immediately after the swearing in of the replacement for the late Sen. Robert Byrd  (D-WV) that will extend unemployment benefits for the long-term jobless.  The last such extension expired at the end of May, leaving some 2.5 million without benefits, with hundreds of thousands more losing benefits each week.  Republicans had been holding up the measure, contending it increased the deficit.  The U.S. House of Representatives overwhelmingly passed it on July 22 and the president quickly signed the bill.  [AP]
· A bill providing $26 billion in aid to state governments won approval by Congress after Senate Democrats overcame Republican delaying tactics and the House announced plans to return to Washington to vote on it. Under pressure to avoid adding to the federal deficit, Democrats included cuts elsewhere in the government’s budget so the bill would reduce the shortfall by $1 billion. The bill would be financed in part by clamping down on what Democrats called the abuse of foreign tax credits offered to multinational corporations. The provisions are projected to raise almost $10 billion.  That drew the opposition of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, which said the bill would impose “draconian tax increases” that would “hinder job creation, decrease the competitiveness of American businesses, and deter economic growth.” The bill is also partially financed by cuts in food-stamp benefits beginning in 2014.  The Senate approved the bill after Maine Republicans Susan Collins and Olympia Snowe joined all Democrats today in voting to advance the measure. The tally was 61-38, with 60 needed. Louisiana Republican David Vitter did not vote. The measure would provide $10 billion to help prevent teacher layoffs and $16 billion to help pay states’ Medicaid bills.  The House passed the bill on August 10 (247-161 with Wisconsin’s delegation voting along party lines) and it was immediately signed by the President.  Wisconsin is expected to receive $180 million to retain or rehire 3,000 teachers ($20 million for 341 teachers in the 8th District) and $229 million in Medicaid payments.   [Bloomberg News, Gannett] 
· The Federal Reserve on August 10 took new steps aimed at keeping the U.S. economy from slowing any further. Officials have decided that the central bank will buy U.S. Treasury securities, as part of an effort to keep money flowing into the financial system. The strategy was unveiled days after another disappointing jobs report raised new doubts about the strength of the economy.  The Fed says it will take the money it makes from the sale of mortgage assets and reinvest it into Treasury bills. The amount of money involved is not huge, and this shift in strategy by itself is unlikely to have a huge impact on economic activity, but it will send a message to the financial markets.  [National Public Radio]
Education:

Wisconsin has failed in its second attempt to receive federal education dollars sent to states that embrace reform and the pursuit of excellence in education.  In the first round of awards, announced earlier this year, Wisconsin placed 26 out of 40 applicants. Nineteen of 36 applicants made the cut in this second round of awards, meaning Wisconsin did not finish in the top half of applicants for the consolation prizes.  When Wisconsin was changing state law to improve its chances to win the Race to the Top, critics argued it the reforms were tepid. During the first round, Wisconsin lost points in the area of improving student outcomes, noting specifically the racial achievement gap–the disparity between the performance of students of color and their white peers. Wisconsin also lost points for its failure to fully implement a longitudinal data system, but the biggest knock against Wisconsin, according to the reviewers’ comments, was improving teacher and principal effectiveness based on performance.  “How the plan will deal with compensating, promoting and retaining principals and teachers is not clear nor is information regarding the granting of tenure and full certification or removing ineffective principals and teachers,” read the official comment of a grant reviewer.  Another reviewer noted that “teacher union support for RTTT [Race to the Top] at the local level [is] lacking.”  While the teachers’ unions did back much of this second application, little was done since this spring to tie teacher evaluation and compensation to student performance [MacIver Institute]

Elections:

H.R. 5175, DISCLOSE Act Sen. Charles Schumer introduced a new version of a controversial campaign-finance reform bill opposed by Republicans and special-interest groups — with changes he hoped will give Democrats enough votes to break a filibuster.  The House on June 24 narrowly approved (219-206) this campaign finance bill that tightens disclosure requirements for corporate and union spending on political campaigns.  In the Senate, with a solid wall of Republican opposition, the measure on July 27 fell short of the 60 votes needed to avoid a filibuster.  That will probably kill the initiative for this election year.  The Democratic proposal was a response to the Supreme Court's January ruling in the Citizens United case, which struck down decades of campaign-finance laws that had barred corporations and labor unions from running TV ads advocating the defeat or election of federal candidates in the closing months of a campaign.  Schumer’s revised version of the DISCLOSE (Democracy Is Strengthened by Casting Light on Spending in Elections) Act differed in several ways from the version passed by the House in June. The bill would require corporations, unions and advocacy groups to reveal their roles in political ads or mailings in the closing months of a campaign. Companies that receive TARP funding and smaller government contractors are also barred from underwriting “electioneering communications.” Schumer left intact a contentious provision exempting the National Rifle Association and several other large organizations from the reporting requirements of the legislation. But he removed other language that had been backed by the AFL-CIO and other unions excusing the labor organizations from having to report money transfers between affiliates.  Schumer also did not include a measure inserted into the House bill by Rep. Dennis Kucinich (D-Ohio) that bars any company holding leases for drilling on the Outer Continental Shelf from engaging in political activity. The Kucinich amendment was aimed at the U.S. subsidiary of oil giant BP.  The Senate bill also required campaigns to electronically file versions of their disclosure reports to the Federal Election Commission. House candidates and incumbents are currently required to do so, but Senate campaigns file paper reports, which are then posted online after being scanned into electronic format. [Politico, NY Times]
Environment:

· S. 1733 Clean Energy Jobs and American Power Act: Senate Democratic leaders on July 22 shelved their effort to cap greenhouse gas emissions a part of a broad energy bill, putting aside indefinitely a centerpiece of President Obama’s ambitious effort to transform the way Americans produce and consume energy.  The proposal would have allowed utilities to trade permits to pollute as they worked to shift away from coal—a concept commonly called “cap-and-trade.”  Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid said neither he nor the White House had managed to line up 60 senators to support even a limited proposal seeking to cap carbon dioxide emissions from electric power companies.  The administration may push an effort to do the same thing via the Clean Air Act and the Environmental Protection Agency.  Republicans had branded the bill passed earlier by the House (H.R. 2454 American Clean Energy and Security Act) a “job-killing energy tax.”  Reid’s decision to pull cap-and-trade from the energy bill could reverberate among those anticipating climate legislation that would lead to widespread trading of energy “credits.”  It isn’t clear how many of the provisions Reid is promising to include in a narrower energy bill will survive a Senate floor debate.  Republicans have objected to proposals to eliminate the cap on oil companies’ liability for damages related to spills, currently $75 million, saying this would make offshore drilling unaffordable for all but the largest oil companies and foreign-owned nationalized oil giants.  Some business groups are also rallying to defeat the provisions related to natural gas.  [Wall Street Journal]
· Through federal lawsuits, two conservative attorneys general, a major coal company and the US Chamber of Commerce are leading the charge to overturn the Environmental Protection Agency’s ability to write its own climate rules.   Key coal-state Democrats and nearly all Republicans are also unified in their bid to slow down the EPA via legislation — and they’re determined to force a series of votes on the issue before the next big suite of rules start kicking in next January.  “You attack it at all fronts,” Sen. Lisa Murkowski (R-AK), a leading advocate for stopping the EPA, told POLITICO. “You go the judicial route. You go the legislative route. I think this is important to make sure we are looking at all avenues.”  Bids to stop the EPA started even before the agency concluded last December that greenhouse gases are a threat to public health and welfare, issuing its all-important endangerment finding that essentially triggered a series of climate-themed rules under the Clean Air Act. Oral arguments in the lawsuit against EPA’s endangerment finding are expected next spring. Attorneys tracking the case say a final decision is likely by the summer.  EPA’s moves are now front and center as the Obama administration starts exercising its administrative muscle after Senate Democrats in July shelved a broader climate bill for the year.  The EPA took its first big step in the spring when it unveiled new climate-themed standards for motor vehicles, the byproduct of several years of legal wrangling and closed-door negotiations with industry, states and environmentalists. More rules will come in January for power plants and other major stationary sources. And the EPA is also trying to limit the reach of its future rules on smaller industrial sources by issuing a so-called tailoring rule that sets minimum emission thresholds before any standards would kick in.  The legality of the tailoring rule is under scrutiny in court, but conservatives want to drive home their point that the agency — unless ordered otherwise — is obligated under the law to start setting new restrictions on churches, schools and, maybe someday, lawn mowers.  On Capitol Hill, Murkowski tried earlier this year to reject EPA’s Endangerment Finding with a Congressional Review Act resolution that required only 51 supporters to pass in the Senate. She lost 47-53. Last week, Murkowski attempted to tack an amendment that would stop EPA’s power plant rule onto a small-business bill.  A vote is unlikely because of ongoing Senate gridlock, but Murkowski said she’s taking her chances wherever and whenever she can.  Efforts in the House are also picking up steam. A House appropriations subcommittee narrowly defeated an amendment, voting 7-7 last month, to stop the EPA for two years, and Rep. Rick Boucher (D-VA), a leading advocate, predicted another vote if the full Appropriations Committee meets in September.  Environmental groups stung by last month’s abrupt Senate defeat have quickly shifted to defend the EPA regulations.   The Obama administration is also defending itself on several fronts. A White House official has said the president would veto any bill that reaches his desk that tries to take away EPA’s authority to write the climate rules, saying the agency will not overreach. [Politico]

Finance:
President Obama signed the 2,315-page financial reform bill into law on July 21.  Senior administration officials said the legislation provides a “frame” for the new regulatory landscape, but the full force of the rewrite hinges on how regulators interpret their new powers in the comings months and years.  Officials noted it will take time to start up organizations like the consumer financial protection bureau created by the legislation.  The legislation also requires the creation of a new council of federal regulators to oversee broad financial risks; new regulations of the $600 trillion derivatives market; and a new system for the government to wind down failing financial firms.  One of the first decisions for the president will be nominating an inaugural head of the consumer bureau, which will have broad power to write and enforce rules over home loans, credit cards and other products across the financial system. The administration is considering a handful of potential nominees, including Elizabeth Warren, the Harvard professor and original advocate for the agency.  She is expected to face tough opposition from Senate Republicans if she were nominated. Sen. Chris Dodd (D-CN) questioned if she could win the votes necessary for confirmation. Labor unions and some Democrats are openly pushing the president to nominate Warren.  By some counts, the legislation requires hundreds of rulemaking procedures and scores of studies. Many of the key provisions in the bill come into effect over the next two years:

· The new council of regulators must meet within three months. 

· Federal regulators must write rules within nine months for how companies retain 5 percent of the risk in mortgage-backed securities. 

· Also within nine months, the Federal Reserve must write rules setting “reasonable and proportional” interchange fees that merchants and retailers pay to banks and credit unions that issue debit cards.

· The government must set up the new consumer bureau within one year.

· New restrictions under the “Volcker rule” on proprietary trading and alternative fund sponsorship by big banks would come into effect over the next 18 months. Full compliance with the rule, named after former Federal Reserve Chairman Paul Volcker, could take many years longer.

Some provisions that take effect quickly may also take longer to fully implement. New “resolution authority” powers for the federal government to wind down failing firms take effect immediately. But regulators will still need to flesh out the nuts and bolts of how they would deal with a failing firm.  [TheHill.ocm]

Labor & Workplace:

· A federal judge in Arizona on July 28 broadly vindicated the Obama administration’s high-stakes move to challenge that state’s tough immigration law and to assert the primary authority of the federal government over state lawmakers in immigration matters.  The ruling by Judge Susan R. Bolton, in a lawsuit against Arizona brought on July 6 by the Justice Department, blocked central provisions of the law from taking effect while she finishes hearing the case.  But in taking the forceful step of holding up a statute even before it was put into practice, Judge Bolton previewed her opinions on the case, indicating that the federal government was likely to win in the end on the main points. The decision by Attorney General Eric H. Holder Jr. to throw the federal government’s weight against Arizona, on an issue that has aroused passions among state residents, has irritated many state governors, and nine states filed papers supporting Arizona in the court case.  But Judge Bolton found that the law was on the side of the Justice Department in its argument that many provisions of the Arizona statute would interfere with federal law and policy.  Gov. Jan Brewer said the state would appeal the decision.  Although Judge Bolton’s ruling is not final, it seems likely to halt, at least temporarily, an expanding movement by states to combat illegal immigration by making it a state crime to be an immigrant without legal documents and by imposing new requirements on state and local police officers to enforce immigration law.  The Arizona law stood out from hundreds of statutes adopted by states in recent years to discourage illegal immigrants. The statute makes it a state crime for immigrants to fail to carry documents proving their legal status, and it requires state police officers to determine the immigration status of anyone they detain for another reason, if there is a “reasonable suspicion” the person is an illegal immigrant. The mere fact of being present without legal immigration status is a civil violation under federal law, but not a crime. Arizona’s lawyers contended that the statute was written to complement federal laws. Judge Bolton rejected that argument, finding that four of its major provisions interfered or directly conflicted with federal laws. The Arizona police, she wrote, would have to question every person they detained about immigration status, generating a flood of requests to the federal immigration authorities for confirmations. The number of requests “is likely to impermissibly burden federal resources and redirect federal agencies away from priorities they have established,” she wrote. While opponents of the Arizona law had said it would lead to racial profiling, the Justice Department did not dwell on those issues in its court filings. But Judge Bolton brought them forward, finding significant risks for legal immigrants and perhaps American citizens. There is a “substantial likelihood that officers will wrongfully arrest legal resident aliens,” she wrote, warning that foreign tourists could also be wrongly detained. The law, she found, would increase “the intrusion of police presence into the lives of legally present aliens (and even United States citizens), who will necessarily be swept up” by it. Judge Bolton was appointed by President Bill Clinton in 2000.  Now Judge Bolton’s ruling has shifted the political pressure back onto President Obama to show that he can effectively enforce the border, and to move forward with an overhaul of the immigration laws, so that states will not seek to step in as Arizona did.  [NY Times]
· According to an internal US Citizenship and Immigration Services memo going the rounds of Capitol Hill and obtained by National Review, the agency is considering ways in which it could enact “meaningful immigration reform absent legislative action” — that is, without the consent of the American people through a vote in Congress.  “This memorandum offers administrative relief options to . . . reduce the threat of removal for certain individuals present in the United States without authorization,” it reads.  Also: “In the absence of Comprehensive Immigration Reform, USCIS can extend benefits and/or protections to many individuals and groups by issuing new guidance and regulations, exercising discretion with regard to parole-in-place, deferred action and the issuance of Notices to Appear (NTA), and adopting significant process improvements.”  In recent weeks, Sen. Chuck Grassley and others in Congress have been pressing the administration to disavow rumors that a de facto amnesty is in the works, including in a letter to Department of Homeland Security head Janet Napolitano. “Since the senators first wrote to the president more than a month ago, we have not been reassured that the plans are just rumors, and we have every reason to believe that the memo is legitimate,” a Grassley spokesman tells NR. Many of the memo’s proposals are technical and fine-grained; for example, it suggests clarifying the immigration laws for “unaccompanied minors, and for victims of human trafficking, domestic violence, and other criminal activities.” It also proposes extending the “grace period” H-1B visa holders have between the expiration of their visa and the date they’re expected to leave the country.  With other ideas, however, USCIS is aiming big. Perhaps the most egregious suggestion is to “Increase the Use of Deferred Action.” “Deferred action,” as the memo defines it, “is an exercise of prosecutorial discretion not to pursue removal from the U.S. of a particular individual for a specific period of time.” For example, after Hurricane Katrina, the government decided not to remove illegal immigrants who’d been affected by the disaster.  The memo claims that there are no limits to USCIS’s ability to use deferred action, but warns that using this power indiscriminately would be “controversial, not to mention expensive.” The memo suggests using deferred action to exempt “particular groups” from removal — such as the illegal-immigrant high-school graduates who would fall under the DREAM Act (a measure that has been shot down repeatedly in Congress). The memo claims that the DREAM Act would cover “an estimated 50,000” individuals, though as many as 65,000 illegal immigrants graduate high school every year in the U.S.  [National Review Online]

People:

On August 5 the US Senate confirmed Elena Kagan to the Supreme Court by a vote of 63-37, with five Republicans, Collins, Graham, Gregg, Lugar, and Snowe, join[ing] the majority Democrats. The only Democrat voting no was Nelson of Nebraska.  [CBS News]
Regulation:

· H.R. 5141 the “Small Business Paperwork Mandate Elimination Act”  Sen. Mike Johanns (R-NB) continued his push to eliminate a controversial tax-reporting provision of the new healthcare reform law, vowing to offer his repeal bill at every turn. 'I will file this amendment on every viable vehicle that comes to the Senate floor,' Johanns said July 26 at a healthcare forum hosted by the US Chamber of Commerce. 'Sooner or later, we'll get a vote and we'll see who stands with our job creators and who does not.'  Under the Democrats’ new healthcare reform bill, companies, nonprofits and government offices are required to file 1099 forms with the IRS when goods purchased from another business exceed $600 in a year. Under previous law, the reporting requirement pertained only to services exceeding that amount. The new mandate goes into effect at the start of 2012.  The section was intended to be a fund-raiser for the rest of the health care bill; it was projected to deliver $19 billion over the course of 10 years by making it more difficult for businesses to keep income unreported.  In their last week of summer legislating, Republicans and Democrats alike — on both ends of Capitol Hill — made gestures toward repealing a new tax-reporting requirement, raising hopes among small-business advocates who have lobbied fiercely against the measure. But with each side claiming the other’s maneuvers are just feints, the prospects for repealing, or softening, the new law are uncertain at best. In the Senate, the latest incarnation of Majority Leader Harry Reid’s small-business jobs bill, proposed late Thursday night, offers his colleagues a choice: they can vote on an amendment by Republican Mike Johanns of Nebraska to repeal the new requirement, or they can vote for a Democratic alternative that scales it back. (Of course, individual senators could also vote to do both or to do neither.)  The Democrats’ measure would raise the threshold for reporting goods purchased to $5,000 from $600 and would exempt businesses with 25 or fewer employees from the requirement altogether. It also excludes purchases made by credit card, because these will be reported separately by credit card payment processors under a different law that takes effect in January. These revisions, according to a Finance Committee aide, would likely cost the Treasury $10.1 billion in lost revenue.  Both amendments, however, come with a poison pill that will be tough for members on the other side to swallow. The Johanns amendment is paid for with money from health care programs created by the reform law, while the Democratic proposal is offset by eliminating an income deduction for the five largest oil companies. With each side making offers the other cannot accept, it is difficult to predict where repeal will end up. A similar dynamic played when the House tackled the issue during the last week of July. Republicans tried to use the Section 9006 repeal to block a Democratic infrastructure spending bill; Democrats quickly countered with their own repeal — paid for in large part with a suite of new taxes on companies with overseas investments.  In the end, only two Republicans voted with most Democrats in favor of the bill. (The bill ultimately failed because under a rule special rule it required a two-thirds vote to pass.)  Both chambers are now in recess through the week of Labor Day. The Senate will hold the first vote to end debate, on Mr. Johanns’s amendment, on Sept. 14, according to Regan Lachapelle, a spokeswoman for Mr. Reid. But Republicans didn’t agree to Mr. Reid’s road map for finishing the bill, so they could once again filibuster the whole bill.  If Mr. McConnell attempts a filibuster, Mr. Reid will have to win the vote of at least one of the two Republicans who have previously expressed support for the small-business jobs bill, Senators George Voinovich of Ohio and George LeMieux of Florida. If the bill were to pass, it would still have to be reconciled with the House version of the small-business jobs bill, which has no provision for undoing Section 9006. Meanwhile, House Democrats are repackaging the repeal bill that failed in late July. Said Katie Grant, a spokeswoman for the House majority leader, Steny Hoyer, “Democrats will bring legislation to the floor the week of Sept. 13 that removes onerous 1099 reporting requirements for small businesses, and it will be fully paid for.”   [TheHill.com, NY Times]
· H.R. 5663 Robert C. Byrd Miner Safety and Health Act On July 21, 2010, the House Committee on Education and Labor, by a party-line vote of 30-17, approved the bill and sent it to the full House of Representatives for a vote. That vote has not yet been scheduled.  The National Association of Manufacturers and the Associated General Contractors of are accusing OSHA of hiding citation penalty and construction enforcement changes in the bill, ostensibly for the mining industry. But the Occupational Safety and Health Administration counters the changes are long needed and will substantially increase safety for the 135 million workers in the U.S. who are not among the country’s 350,000 miners. The changes would increase maximum civil penalties for willful and repeat violations from $70,000 to $120,000 and add an increase of up to $250,000 — but not less than $50,000 — for willful or repeat violations that cause a fatality. The changes also would increase maximum civil penalties for serious and other-than-serious violations from $7,000 to $12,000. Business groups are sounding alarms and asking members to oppose the act, which would revise the Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1971.  Brent Miller, director of safety and environmental services for the AGC of Wisconsin argued that attaching the OSHA provisions to the mining act is “a way for OSHA to get the changes they want without having a bill of their own.” Deputy Assistant Secretary of Labor for Occupational Safety and Health Jordan Barab responded by saying in an interview Wednesday, “We’re not hiding anything.” Barab said that all of the OSHA-related provisions in the MSHA were in the Protecting America’s Workers Act of 2009: “In this Congress and the prior one we’ve had numerous hearings. It’s completely wrong to say we haven’t considered this.” On July 13, Assistant Secretary of Labor for Occupational Safety and Health David Michaels told the House Committee on Education and Labor that provisions in the mining act that deal with OSHA will “go a long way toward eliminating the ‘catch me if you can’ mind-set prevalent in corporate America.” Michaels, according to his testimony, added that while “the workplaces of 2010 are not those of 1970,” the OSH Act “must be brought into the 21st century to ensure OSHA has the tools and authority to prevent safety and health violations.”  AGC of Wisconsin’s Miller said contractors are most scared by the proposed change that would make it a felony criminal charge for an employer who knowingly violates an OSHA standard, rule or order that results in a worker’s death or serious bodily harm.  For more details see the Alert from Michael Best law firm at: http://www.michaelbest.com/employers-beware-broad-osha-reform-hidden-in-mine-safety-and-health-bill/  [Daily Reporter]

Taxation & Budget:

· House Democrats are casting doubt on one of President Obama’s top campaign promises by hedging on whether to permanently extend the tax cuts on families making less than $250,000 annually and individuals making less than $200,000.  The tax breaks — passed nearly a decade ago at the urging of President George W. Bush and Republicans in Congress — are set to expire at the end of the year.  While the White House has pushed for making the middle-class tax cuts permanent, Democrats in the House are looking at other options, including temporary extensions that would last more than a year, according to an aide to House Majority Leader Steny Hoyer (D-MD). Hoyer and Democrats have said they’ll definitely extend the middle-class tax breaks through next year.   Hoyer has also said it may make sense to let the tax breaks expire to help deal with the nation’s massive deficits, the aide said.  Republicans have pushed for the permanent extension of the tax cuts for all incomes, warning that higher tax rates would stifle the economy.   Obama pledged during the 2008 campaign to block tax increases on individuals making less than $200,000 and couples making less than $250,000, while allowing the tax breaks for upper-income earners to expire. But that pledge is running up against the country’s fiscal situation.  The federal deficit — expected to be roughly $1.5 trillion in both 2010 and 2011 — will bottom out at about $700 billion in 2014 before eventually rising again by the end of the decade, according to the administration’s own estimates.  Under those projections, deficits will never drop below 3% of gross domestic product, which independent economists consider to be the maximum sustainable deficit level. Obama has created a bipartisan fiscal commission to come up with a plan to reach that target by 2015. The extension of the middle-class tax cuts would cost more than $130 billion annually, according to the nonpartisan Joint Committee on Taxation. That cost is already factored into the administration’s budget projections, which reflect Obama’s proposed policies. Without those cuts, the deficit would be just above the 3% level for most of this decade, assuming the economic growth expected by the administration.  Senate Finance Committee Chairman Max Baucus (D-Mont.), who is crafting legislation that will extend the tax breaks, has backed Obama’s policy of extending the middle-class cuts permanently.  [TheHill.com]
· Senate Republicans on July 29 rejected a bill to aid small businesses with expanded loan programs and tax breaks, in a procedural blockade that underscored how fiercely determined the party’s leaders are to deny Democrats any further legislative accomplishments ahead of November’s midterm elections. The measure, championed by Senator Mary L. Landrieu, Democrat of Louisiana, had the backing of some of the Republican Party’s most reliable business allies, including the United States Chamber of Commerce and the National Federation of Independent Business. Several Republican lawmakers also helped write it. But Republican leaders filibustered after fighting for days with Democrats over the number of amendments they would be able to offer. A last-ditch offer by Democrats to allow three was refused by the Republican leader, Mitch McConnell of Kentucky.  “The majority leader has graciously given us three amendments and what I’m saying is three amendments is not enough; he knows that,” Mr. McConnell said on the Senate floor. “We are not expecting to have an unlimited number of amendments, but three amendments will not suffice.”  With 60 votes needed to advance the legislation, the tally was 58 to 42, with Democrats unanimously in favor and Republicans all opposed. The majority leader, Harry Reid of Nevada, switched his vote to no at the last minute, a parliamentary step that allows him to call for a re-vote. The bill would create a $30 billion lending program within the Treasury Department, to be administered through local banks. It would also provide more than $12 billion in tax breaks, and would expand or enhance existing lending programs. The three Republican amendments that Democrats seemed open to debating would eliminate a provision in the new health care law requiring businesses to file 1099 forms reporting when they buy more than $600 in goods from other businesses [see story in “Regulation” section], extend a tax credit for biodiesel fuel and extend a credit for research and development. Republicans had also wanted amendments on other topics, including the estate tax, nuclear loan guarantees, border security and the expiring Bush tax cuts. [NY Times]

· It’s likely that the Senate will adopt a spending cap for next year first proposed by Sens. Jeff Sessions (R-AL) and Claire McCaskill (D-MO). The Sessions-McCaskill plan would limit spending in the 12 appropriations bills for 2011 to $1.108 trillion, $20 billion less than President Obama had requested.  Democrats had sought a compromise that would have set spending levels $14 billion below the White House’s request. But with all 41 Republicans in the Senate saying they won’t back any bills that aren’t in line with the lower spending level, Democrats have acknowledged they can’t move forward on their preferred cap.  Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid said on the Senate floor that he’s in “general agreement” with Senate GOP leader Mitch McConnell (KY) on the notion that the spending bills will wind up at the Sessions-McCaskill level.  The House has called for 2011 spending levels that are just $7 billion below Obama’s request.  [TheHill.com]
· US business groups have criticized the Senate's approval of a bill which proposes to tighten international tax rules with the intention of curbing what Democrats consider as large scale corporate tax avoidance.  The Business Roundtable, the US Chamber of Commerce and the National Association of Manufacturers have been joined by several other US business associations in signing a letter to Congressmen which warns that the amendment would have the effect of 'reducing the earnings US companies bring back from their foreign operations.'  [Tax-news.com]
Trade

· President Obama signed a bill on August 11 that will help US manufacturers by reducing and suspending tariffs on certain materials they must import to make their products.  These materials are not readily available in the US and must be imported.  The bill will increase production by $4.6 billion and support 90,000 jobs. [AP]
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