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PUBLIC POLICY COUNCIL News Briefing January 21, 2011  |  contact: Nan Nelson (920) 593-3418

LOCAL

Downtown Green Bay:

· Developer John Vetter announced on December 21 that he has verbal commitment for all of the financing needed for the long-delayed WaterMark redevelopment of the former Younkers department store site.  Plans for the $12 million project include office and retail space in addition to a parking garage, Children’s Museum and Hagemeister Park Restaurant.  Construction is expected to begin immediately after loan closing.  [Press-Gazette]
· Green Bay Bullfrogs owner Jeff Royle on January 11 offered the Redevelopment Authority a revised plan for a new baseball stadium on the Fox River.  The less-expensive proposal calls for a $12 million stadium and parking area on the west bank of the Fox River near Mason Street. It does not include a restaurant, as did a previous version, but like that proposal will require significant public assistance.  Public support for the multi-use stadium would include a $3 million loan from the city, $1.8 million in tax-increment finance district funding, and the sale of 16.5 acres valued at about $1 million to developers for $1.  Royle is counting on $2.4 million from New Market Tax Credits through the Wisconsin Housing and Economic Development Authority, $1.8 million from vendors and owners, and $3 million from the selling of naming rights.  Royle said WHEDA has given verbal support to the project, but has not formally approved the tax credits.  Public support for the multi-use stadium would include a $3 million loan from the city, $1.8 million in tax-increment finance district funding, and the sale of 16.5 acres valued at about $1 million to developers for $1. Royle said the development group dropped the idea of being a nonprofit entity called Titletown Entertainment Foundation and instead will be a for-profit operation under the Titletown Entertainment Group Inc. name. Titletown Entertainment initially proposed a $12 million multi-use stadium in September 2009, but adding a year-round restaurant to the plan had increased the cost of about $20 million.  Authority members asked Royle to return in February with financial details, including whether the 2,500-seat stadium could support the proposal.  [Press-Gazette]
Economy:

The unemployment rate for the Green Bay area was unchanged from October to November, at 6.7%; compared to last November’s 7.5%.  Brown County was 6.5%, also unchanged.  [Press-Gazette]
Economic Development:

Congress approved the U.S. Navy's plan to buy 10 littoral combat ships from Marinette Marine Co. on December 21, a move that is expected to create several thousand jobs in Wisconsin and Michigan at the company and dozens of its suppliers. The approval was included in a short-term spending resolution, passed by both the Senate and House of Representatives, meant to keep the federal government from running out of money.  Marinette says it can still meet the Navy's schedule of starting ship construction in mid-2011.  The company now has about 850 employees and could be adding more than 1,000 jobs.  The future program remains subject to congressional appropriation, meaning funding for future ships is not yet assured. [Journal Sentinel Online, Press-Gazette]

Elections:

Those filing nomination papers for county executive include: businessmen Paul Linzmeyer and Troy Streckenbach, and county supervisors Andy Nicholson, Patrick Moynihan Jr. and Tim Carpenter.  Seven candidates filed papers for Green Bay mayor: incumbent Jim Schmitt, former police officer William Resch, tavern owner David Nichols, county supervisor Patrick Evans, and aldermen Amy Kocha, Tome De Wane and Chris Wery.  View a complete list of spring election races here: http://www.greenbaypressgazette.com/article/20110105/GPG0101/110104149/Complete-list-of-Brown-County-spring-election-races  [Press Gazette]
STATE

Business and Economic Development:

· JR-1 AB-3 / JR-1 SB-3  Business Creation Tax Credit creating an income and franchise tax credit for businesses that relocate to the state, essentially a two-year tax holiday for relocating businesses, was introduced in the special session on January 3.  A hearing was held by Committee on Rural Economic Development and Rural Affairs in the Assembly on January 11 and in the Committee on Workforce Development, Small Business, and Tourism in the Senate on January 13; it was reported out of a Senate Committee on the 13th and amended and reported out of the Assembly committee on the 14th.  The bill passed the Assembly on January 20.  Walker originally proposed that companies could only qualify if they hadn't operated in the state the past 10 years. The committee lowered that to just two years and broadened it to include companies from outside of the country.  [Legislative Notification Service, WI State Journal]
· JR-1 AB-4 / JR-1 SB-4 Economic Development Tax Credit increasing the amount of credits for small businesses under the economic development tax credit program was introduced in the special session on January 3; an Assembly hearing was held on January 11 and a Senate hearing on January 12; it was reported out of the Senate committee on January 13 and an Assembly committee on the 14th. It was passed by the Assembly on January 20. [Legislative Notification Service] 
· JR-1 AB-6 / JR-1 SB-6 Economic Development Corp. had a hearing in the Assembly on January 13.  Gov. Walker said his new Wisconsin Economic Development Corp. would be helmed by the governor and led by his commerce secretary, along with a 12-member board of directors. Board members would be nominated by the governor and approved by the Senate. Though it would act as a corporation, Walker promised the new agency would still adhere to state open records, lobbying and financial disclosure laws and be subject to state audits — safeguards intended to prevent problems with similar agencies in other states.  Walker’s proposal to turn economic development over to a public-private agency was met with approval by many in the business community. Union leaders asked whether Walker’s proposal is even legal. The Commerce Department, which has a $183 million annual budget, employs almost 400 state workers. Under Walker’s proposal, those workers would be allowed to reapply for their jobs — either with the new agency or with other agencies that take over the former Commerce Department’s regulatory work.  Scott Spector, government relations representative for AFT-Wisconsin, which represents about 100 Commerce employees, said unionized workers are protected against their jobs being privatized or being forced to reapply for another state job. Walker said the “vast majority” of the 341 Commerce Department employees would be able to remain with the agency, even though he is proposing that the new entity be staffed with private workers. Union leaders have called for Walker to provide more details about how the transformation would take place and what protections workers would have during the change. Specifically, the special session legislation:
· Creates a public authority called the Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation (WEDC); 

· Establishes its governance structure, powers and duties; and 

· Charges the WEDC with developing a plan for dissolving the Department of Commerce by July 1, 2011, transferring all economic development activities to the WEDC and regulatory functions to other state agencies.

[WI State Journal, Hamilton Consulting]

· JR-1 AB-7 / JR-1 SB-7 Small Business Tax Credit was amended and reported out of a Senate committee as amended on January 13 and was reported out of an Assembly committee on the 14th. The original legislation would have allowed a business with gross receipts of $250,000 or less to claim a nonrefundable tax credit of 15% of its total tax liability. The credit would phase out gradually until a business reaches gross receipts of $500,000. Under the proposal, businesses would be able to claim the credit on income earned starting on January 1 of this year.  Republicans in Joint Finance on January 18 reached a deal with Gov. Scott Walker to amend the bill. The deal would extend a $4,000 tax deduction for every job created for companies that have less than $5 million a year in gross receipts, Rep. Robin Vos, R-Rochester, said. The credit would be cut in half to $2,000 per job for companies with more than $5 million in gross receipts, Vos said.The number of jobs a business had created would be determined by comparing the total number of workers reported to the state's unemployment insurance program. The tax break could potentially apply to corporate income taxes or personal income taxes, depending on how the business is structured. The bill would add $66 million to the state's $3 billion budget shortfall over the next two years. Walker has said he will show how he will pay for his tax cuts in the budget he unveils next month. [Legislative Notification Service, Journal Sentinel Online, WI State Journal]
· The governor called a special session (see the executive order here: http://www.thewheelerreport.com/releases/January11/0103/0103walkerspecialsession.pdf) that includes replacing the Commerce Department with a public-private agency focused on business growth, tax exemptions for new businesses and tax credits for small businesses, eliminating state taxes for health savings accounts, requiring a supermajority to pass tax increases limiting damage awards in court cases and reducing state regulations. To accomplish the latter, Walker wants to give the governor's office the power to approve or reject agency rules, which are put in place to implement legislation and have the same power as law.  Underlying many of the proposals is a belief by many Republicans that Wisconsin stifles business growth with high taxes and too much red tape. Democratic legislators have called Walker's regulatory overhaul proposal a "power grab."  On December 29, incoming Assembly Minority Leader Peter Barca (D-Kenosha) sent a letter to Walker urging him to add a package of job creation bills proposed by Democratic lawmakers that he said could have immediate effects, such as tax cuts for companies that are actually creating jobs.  Walker said details about how his proposals will be funded will be in the budget he releases next month. All of the measures are part of what Walker repeatedly referred to as an “aggressive agenda” designed to better position Wisconsin to compete for businesses. He singled out Illinois, where lawmakers are considering a temporary 75 percent income tax increase, as a state from which businesses may be looking to relocate.  [WI State Journal, AP]
Economy:

· Wisconsin lost 4,800 private-sector jobs and 400 government jobs in November according to a report issued December 16 by the state Department of Workforce Development.  At the same time the state’s unemployment rate dipped to 7.6% from 7.8% in October. Compared to pre-recession totals the state remains 150,000 jobs shy, including 67,000 manufacturing jobs.  The data diverged from the November national jobs report, which showed a sharp upward spike in unemployment to 9.8% from 9.6% in October.  [Journal Sentinel Online]
· Wisconsin will continue to add jobs in 2011 according to the “Wisconsin Economic Outlook,” (for the Green Bay area section see: http://www.revenue.wi.gov/ra/econ/2010/q3/fullrpt.pdf#Green Bay) released December 20 by the state Department of Revenue. The quarterly report said the state added 30,000 jobs through September and the latest forecast calls for an additional 26,000 jobs in 2011 and 59,000 in 2012. In Wisconsin this year there were 37,000 private sector jobs added, while government lost 7,000 jobs. Wisconsin's unemployment rate next year is expected to be 7.7%, roughly the same as where it is now.  Personal income dropped nearly 1% in 2009, but it grew around 3% this year and it was expected to show similar growth in 2011.  [Milwaukee News Buzz]

Elections:

· Government Accountability Board on December 22 unanimously repealed part of a rule requiring groups that run ads at election time to disclose their donors. The rule adopted in August says those who spend more than $25 in the weeks before an election on ads, e-mails or other communications that discuss candidates must disclose their donors.  The original rule applied to any communication made 60 days before an election that praises or condemns candidates or discusses their character or fitness. The board dropped that specific definition of what constitutes a campaign ad, but the rule still allows the board to regulate communications if they are "susceptible of no reasonable interpretation other than as an appeal to vote for or against a specific candidate."  The move could help resolve lawsuits filed over the rule, which groups on both the left and right argue violates free speech rights. The rule change is in line with a proposed settlement reached in one of three lawsuits over the rule. But the federal judge in that case does not plan to take it up until a separate lawsuit over the rule is resolved in state Supreme Court. And that Supreme Court case will continue despite the rule change. By tweaking the rule, the board has narrowed issues that will be at the forefront of the case, but other issues must still be addressed, including whether the state can regulate e-mails and websites the way it regulates TV ads. The Supreme Court this summer temporarily suspended the rule in its entirety while the case is pending. Because of that, the rule couldn't be enforced during the November elections and likely will not be enforceable for the February primary and April general election.  Arguments are scheduled for March 9.  The judges in the federal cases have stayed proceedings until the Supreme Court case is resolved.  [Journal Sentinel Online]
· Three people will challenge incumbent state Supreme Court Justice David Prosser in April's election for a 10-year term: Joanne Kloppenburg, an assistant state attorney general; Joel Winnig, a Madison attorney; Marla Stephens, director of the state public defender's office appellate division.  [AP]
· Republicans have blocked Democrats in the Legislature from using their own lawyers to draw maps for legislative boundaries, a sign of how little power Democrats have in GOP-controlled state government.  Assembly Republican leaders voted to hire lawyers to draw maps but did not allow Democrats to do the same. At about the same time, GOP leaders in the Senate approved a measure to keep their counsel for drawing maps but fired the firm representing Democrats.  Senate Republicans have hired Michael Best & Friedrich and Troupis Law Office, and Assembly Republicans are expected to use the same firms. The attorneys will draw new boundaries for the state's 99 Assembly seats, 33 Senate seats and eight congressional seats. New maps are drawn by states every 10 years when population data is released by the U.S. Census Bureau.  Who gets to draw the maps is crucial because the location of boundaries can give a long-term electoral advantage to one party over the other.  Courts have drawn the lines in Wisconsin in recent decades because the two parties have been unable to agree on maps.  This time, Republicans control both houses of the Legislature and the governor's office. That could minimize court involvement, though Democrats said an eventual lawsuit is possible, depending on how the lines are drawn.  [Journal-Sentinel Online]

· Republicans plan a two-pronged approach to require voters to show photo identification at the polls, with the quick passage of a bill followed by an attempt to amend the Wisconsin Constitution that would make it difficult to undo the ID requirement.  Stone and Sen. Joe Leibham (R-Sheboygan) introduced their bill Wednesday. They said they will also take steps to amend the state constitution, a years-long process that would require the measure to be approved in this legislative session, again in the session that starts in January 2013, and then by voters in a statewide referendum.  [Journal Sentinel Online]

Environment:

The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources is proposing to modify its ballast water discharge rules so they match international standards. The requirements become effective in 2012 for new ocean-going vessels and in 2014 for existing ocean-going vessels.  More than 170 non-indigenous species have been found in the Great Lakes. It's believed that most of them were transported into domestic waters in the ballast tanks of oceangoing vessels.  In February, Wisconsin began regulating the ballast water discharges of ocean-going commercial vessels to minimize the transfer of aquatic invasive species. The regulations require vessel operators to install environmental technology to clean or treat ballast water. Wisconsin’s standard was 100 times more stringent than that established by the International Maritime Organization (IMO), an agency of the United Nations. The shipping industry had objected to Wisconsin’s water quality standard, insisting that it was unachievable with current technology. As a consequence, the state launched a feasibility study.  Following a year of study, the Wisconsin DNR determined: (1) testing protocols are not available to verify compliance with Wisconsin’s standard; (2) treatment technologies to meet Wisconsin’s standard are not commercially available at this time; (3) at this time it is not feasible to install the treatment technologies onboard vessels; (4) open-ocean salt water flushing has been proven to be effective in helping reduce the threat of aquatic non-indigenous species to US waters. WDNR will retain this practice for the long term in an effort to better protect their waters. Maritime interests still must deal with a New York ballast law that potentially could block ships from entering the St. Lawrence Seaway System that is scheduled to take effect on January 1, 2012.  Some observers say the New York law amounts to a blockade.  So far, that legislation has survived three state court legal challenges, including one to the New York Supreme Court.  [BusinessNorth.com]
Health Care:

JR-1 AB-2 / JR-1 SB-2 Health Savings Accounts creating a state income tax credit for contributions to heath savings accounts similar to the federal tax treatment was introduced in the special session called January 3.  A joint Senate and Assembly hearing was held on January 11 and it was reported out of a Senate committee on January 13 and an Assembly committee on January 14 and was passed by the Senate and Assembly on January 20.  [Legislative Notification Service]
Labor and Workplace:
A group of Democratic and Republican senators met briefly on December 16 to adjourn an extraordinary session on state employee labor contracts after Democrats narrowly failed to pass the agreements in a series of dramatic votes the night before.  The outcome means public employee unions will now have to seek new contracts from incoming Gov. Scott Walker who campaigned on cutting their benefits to help balance the state budget.  The votes were a victory for Walker and his fellow Republicans who said the contract should be left for them to deal with in the new legislature so they can gain concessions from the unions on benefits.  Walker has called for requiring state employees to pay 5% of wages toward their pensions and 12% of their health care costs, which he said could save the state about $150 million from January to June.  Most Democrats said approving the contracts running from July 2009 to June 2011 was the right course because they are already 18 months old and included no raises and $103 million in concessions, including 16 unpaid furlough days over two years, a 3.3% pay cut.  Outgoing Senate Majority Leader Russ Decker (D-Wausau) and Sen. Jeff Plale (D-South Milwaukee) crossed party lines to vote with Republicans to reject the contracts.  The defection led Democrats to depose Decker and name Sen. Dave Hansen (D-Green Bay) to serve as their leader for the final two weeks before Republicans take control of the Legislature.  In the Assembly earlier on December 16 all 17 labor contracts passed, 16 of them 48-47 with the decisive vote cast by Chippewa Falls Independent Jeff Wood who was released from jail to make the vote.  [Journal Sentinel Online]
Legal Reform:

· JR-1 AB-1 / JR-1 SB-1 Civil Justice Reform had a joint hearing in the Senate and Assembly Judiciary Committees on January 11 and was amended and reported out of the Senate committee on the 14th.  The bill was passed by the Senate on January 18th and the Assembly on January 20.  Provisions of the bill include:
· Adoption of various changes to product liability law to bring Wisconsin in line with other states and assist Wisconsin manufacturers and small businesses including: creating a defense in case of major alteration of a product and a statute of repose for most products, and taking retailers out of the line of fire in cases against manufacturers 
· Adoption of sound science relating to expert opinion evidence (Daubert principles); 

· Elimination of the "risk contribution" theory in manufacturing lawsuits (Thomas); 

· Capping punitive damages at $200,000 or twice whatever compensatory damages a plaintiff is awarded, whichever is greater.  The bill was amended to substitute this provision for one that would have heightened standards for the award of punitive damages to cases where there is an intent to do harm
· A proposal addressing "frivolous lawsuits;" and 
· Proposals relating to health care issues, including limits on non-economic damages for long term care providers, limiting discovery of health care peer reviews, limiting criminal penalties in health care negligence cases, and standards for expert witness testimony. 
For details, see a Wisconsin Civil Justice Council analysis: http://www.wisciviljusticecouncil.org/issue-resources/2011-special-session/.  [Hamilton Consulting, WMC briefing, AP]
People:

Governor Walker announced his cabinet on December 30, including:
· Mike Huebsch, former Assembly Speaker – Department of Administration

· Paul Jadin, chief executive officer of the Green Bay Area Chamber of Commerce – Department of Commerce

· Dennis Smith managing director of the Medicaid practice at the national consulting firm Leavitt Partners and a senior fellow at the conservative think-tank the Heritage Foundation – Department of Health Services

· Rick Chandler, former Revenue Secretary in Republican administrations –  Department of Revenue

· Rep. Mark Gottlieb (R-Port Washington), a civil engineer – Department of Transportation 

· Former Republican state Sen. Cathy Stepp, a former appointee to the Natural Resources Board –  Department of Natural Resources and Rep. Scott Gunderson (R-Waterford) as executive assistant to Stepp

· Outgoing Rep. Brett Davis (R-Oregon) – Wisconsin Medicaid Director under DHS
· Ben Brancel, former Assembly Speaker also former state secretary of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection to head that agency once again
· Gary Hamblin, Dane County sheriff – Corrections
· Dave Ross, mayor of Superior – Regulation and Licensing

· Wyman Wynston of the Atlanta Development Authority –Executive Director of WHEDA

· Peter Bildsten of Wells Fargo –  Financial Institutions

· Eloise Anderson former director of the California Dept. of Social Services – Department of Children and Families

· Stephanie Klett of “Discover Wisconsin” TV program – Tourism

· Manuel “Manny” Perez, an employment firm executive – Workforce Development
· check here for a summary of other appointments: http://www.jsonline.com/news/statepolitics/113041239.html 
 [Journal Sentinel Online, AP, MacIver News]
Regulation:

· Governor Scott Walker said he would introduce a bill during the special legislative session on jobs and the economy he called on January 3 that would give him the power to approve or reject any proposed state rules and regulations.  The bill would call for an economic impact report on proposed rules that would include an estimate of how effective the rule would be in addressing the problem.  The bill would also limit agencies' ability to create rules — which are put in place to implement new legislation and have the same power as laws — saying they could not go beyond the scope set by the Legislature. People who object to rules would be able to file complaints in their home counties. Currently, challenges to state administrative rules can only be brought in Dane County Circuit Court.  See the release here: http://transition.wisconsin.gov/journal_media_detail.asp?prid=5546&locid=177   Walker said the legislation would make Wisconsin more business-friendly and ensure that anything with "the force of law" has a check-and-balance process directly involving the Legislature and governor.  Incoming Senate Minority Leader Mark Miller, D-Monona, accused Walker of a "naked power grab" that would slow down the state's rulemaking process and allow opponents to go "venue shopping" in an effort to find a judge sympathetic to their case.  Currently, a joint Senate-Assembly committee has authority to review administrative rules. The committee can suspend rules, but at least one house of the Legislature must concur before the rule can be rejected.  Observers said the proposal would make the governor a much bigger player, much earlier in the process. The governor’s proposals to turn the Commerce Department into a public-private partnership and to give him final say over administrative rules weren't included in the first group of bills circulated. Rep. Robin Vos, co-chair of the Joint Finance Committee, said the administration and lawmakers have been working on both bills to address leggie concerns on oversight and other issues.  The bill also contains a special section that would require wind turbines to be set back at least 1,800 feet from nearby properties, unless those property owners consent in writing.  The bill itself contains a series of changes to siting requirements for wind farms that would make building wind turbines much more difficult than a rule proposed last month by the state Public Service Commission. The PSC rules would require most turbines to be at least 1,250 feet from nearby homes. The proposed legislation would require the PSC and its wind siting advisory council to conduct an inquiry into the impact of wind farms on property values.  Wind power developers called the 1,800 foot setback proposal a jobs-killer because it would make new wind farm projects unviable and uneconomical.  An analysis of wind projects already developed in Wisconsin by the advocacy group Renew Wisconsin found that developers would have been allowed to build one-fourth of the turbines that were erected at several different projects in Fond du Lac County, and none of the turbines at the state’s oldest wind farm in Kewaunee County.  The bill also includes an exemption from water quality standards for a parcel of Ashwaubenon wetlands owned the Green Bay Packers.  Team executive committee member John Bergstrom has been assisting the team to develop the wetlands at the southeast corner of the intersection of U.S. 41 and Lombardi Avenue as a location for Bass Pro Shops for about a year.  Bergstrom’s attorney, Paul Kent of Madison, said the state Department of Natural Resources has approved the project but environmentalists oppose it. [State Journal, WisPolitics, WMC briefing, Journal Sentinel Online, Press-Gazette]
· AB-4 / SB-7 Auto Insurance Rep. John Nygren, R-Marinette, and Sen. Frank Lasee, R-De Pere introduced a bill that would repeal most of the auto insurance coverage increases mandated by Democrats, which industry and state regulators blame for higher premiums. It had Senate and Assembly hearings on January 19. Drivers would still be required to carry car insurance, a change that took effect last year. However, the bill would repeal almost everything else Democrats passed in 2009 that was signed into law by then-Gov. Jim Doyle.  Under the Republican bill, minimum required levels of insurance coverage would decrease to what they were prior to the 2009 changes. Currently, the minimum level of liability insurance required is $50,000 for causing injury or death of one person, $100,000 for injury or death of two people and $15,000 for property damage.  The proposal would drop the levels to $25,000, $50,000 and $10,000.  Under current law, all auto insurance policies must have underinsured coverage. That coverage, which had been voluntary, is for when another motorist causes an accident and has lower liability limits than the amount of damages in the accident.  The Republican proposal would continue to make that coverage mandatory, but the level required would drop from $100,000 per person and $300,000 per accident to $50,000 per person and $100,000 per accident.  Minimum levels for uninsured motorist coverage, which increased in 2009, would go down as well. Coverage for medical payments would remain voluntary but would decrease also.  Also, policy holders would no longer be able to “stack” coverage, which was legalized in 2009. Stacking refers to insured motorists involved in an accident with a covered vehicle applying uninsured and underinsured coverage from up to three other vehicles to help pay for damages.  All of those changes led to higher rates, state regulators and the insurance industry said. When consumers started to complain, Democrats said any increases in costs were due to decisions made by insurance companies, not the higher coverage levels.  The Wisconsin Association for Justice, which represents trial attorneys, backed the previous law changes arguing that raising minimum coverage levels was justified because they hadn’t been increased in nearly three decades and they didn’t reflect current costs.  [AP]
State Budget & Spending:

· The state's bleak budget outlook brightened a bit on December 27, as state officials projected that Wisconsin will take in $57 million more in taxes this year than previously expected and $235 million more over the following two years. That was nearly $300 million more than in the last round of projections released in November - enough potential new money that it might spare Governor Walker the ordeal of having to pass a budget repair bill early in his term. Before this latest announcement, the state had been expected to face a roughly $150 million shortfall in this fiscal year ending in June and up to $3.3 billion shortfall over the next two years.  [Journal Sentinel Online]
· In a teleconference on December 30 with journalists from across the state, Gov. Scott Walker said the possibility of cutbacks in state aid money for municipalities and local school districts is on the table.  Still, he said he would not order cuts without necessary counter-measures, meaning empowering local governments to control wages and benefits. Walker said he believes local governments can make do with less if they have more ability to control costs. In a January 16 interview when asked if he would be willing to cap property taxes at about 2 percent, Walker said he hopes to get “closer to zero” while still allowing provisions for growth and development. “We're going to make sure that they have the tools to adjust to any changes in state aid and do that in a way that frees them of state mandates, frees them of some of the high costs, particularly when it comes to retirement costs, health care costs,” Walker said. “If we do that, we can not only balance the state budget, we can make sure that local budgets are balanced and have done so without raising property taxes and still maintaining core services.”  Walker proposed that in addition to having state employees contribute 5% to their pensions and 12% to health care as he’s proposed, local government employees should face a similar requirement. [Beloit Daily News, WisPolitics]

· On January 3 the governor created by executive order a new Commission on Waste Fraud and Abuse with a mission to: To identify and recommend solutions; review all budget documentation for each state agency, including detailed information regarding the appropriations and programs administered and the related personnel costs; advise the governor about the long and short term impact of the Commission’s recommendations on state appropriations, efforts to make government smaller and more efficient, and ongoing economic development initiatives; and require a report to the Governor with its findings and recommendations on July 1, 2011 and on January 1, 2012.  [Executive Order] 

· A constitutional amendment that would prohibit the Wisconsin Legislature from raiding segregated state funds to pay other bills was circulated by Republican lawmakers. Before the constitution could be amended the Legislature would have to pass it twice, over at least a two-year span, and then the public would have to approve it.  The amendment was circulated for co-sponsors by Rep. Gary Tauchen of Bonduel. He set a January 14 deadline for lawmakers to sign on as co-sponsors.  [AP]
Taxation & Fees:

· JR-1 AB-5 / JR-1 SB-5 Supermajority, requiring a supermajority of 2/3 for passage of tax increase legislation, was introduced as part of the special session on January 3.  There was a joint Senate and Assembly committee hearing on January 19.  Gov. Scott Walker said he'd also consider a constitutional amendment to do the same.  In talking to reporters, Walker acknowledged he can't bind future legislatures to that standard if it only passes in bill form. Walker said language defining which increases would apply under the bill is spelled out in the draft.  "For example, if you've got a fee for a specific purpose that doesn't apply across the board, that doesn't apply," he said.  [WisPolitics]
· Capital gains taxes would be eliminated in Wisconsin by 2014 under a bill being circulated for co-sponsors by Republican state Sen. Randy Hopper of Fond du Lac.  His proposal would repeal an increase in the capital gains tax that was passed in 2009. That increase dropped allowable exemptions under the tax from 30% to 60%.  Hopper's bill would restore the exemptions to 60% starting in 2012. The next year it would increase to 80% and then starting in 2014 no capital gains would be taxable.  [Lacrosse Tribune]
FEDERAL

Communications:

· The Obama administration said in December that Americans should have a “privacy bill of rights” to help regulate the commercial collection of consumer data online.  The administration also proposed the creation of a Privacy Policy Office that would coordinate online privacy issues in the US and abroad.  The proposals were contained in an 88-page report released by the Commerce Department on December 16.  Among the suggestions in the report: companies should ask people for permission to use their data for a purpose other than or which it was collected and submit to privacy audits.  Earlier in December the Federal Trade Commission issued a report calling for the development of a “do not track” system that would enable people to avoid having their account information tracked. [Wall Street Journal]
· Internet providers would be forbidden from blocking heavy users under rules approved by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) on December 21. But similar use on cellphones may not have the same protections.  The debate over the rules, intended to preserve open access to the Internet, seems to have resulted in a classic Washington solution — the kind that pleases no one on either side of the issue. Verizon and other service providers would prefer no government involvement. Public interest advocates think the rules stop far short of ensuring free speech. Some Republicans believe the rules are another instance of government overreach.  The rules, which address some of the principles of so-called network neutrality, will be tested in the courts in the months ahead, and Republicans said that they would challenge the rules in Congress as well. The new rules are, at best, net semi-neutrality. They ban any outright blocking and any “unreasonable discrimination” of Web sites or applications by fixed-line broadband providers, but they afford more wiggle room to wireless providers like AT&T and Verizon.  They require all providers to disclose what steps they take to manage their networks. In a philosophical break with open Internet advocates, the rules do not explicitly forbid “paid prioritization,” which would allow a company to pay for faster transmission of data.  The rules are set to take effect early in 2011.  There was considerable disagreement about whether the FCC had the legal authority to go forward with the rules under Title II of the Communications Act.  Many others sounded more satisfied by the decision. Comcast and Time Warner Cable each separately said the FCC had struck a “workable balance,” and AT&T said the compromise appeared “to balance major differences.”  While wireless carriers will be able to block various apps and services, they won’t be able to block basic Web sites or any apps that compete with their own voice and video products. That represents a win for Skype, the Internet phone service, which praised the FCC rules.  [NY Times]

Economy:
The US unemployment rate in November was 9.8%, up from 9.6% in October.  [AP]
Education:

School reform has been identified by Mr. Obama as an area of possible compromise with Republicans in Congress. Rep. John Boehner (R-OH), the new House speaker, has an interest in the issue dating to his co-authorship of the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act that is up for renewal. But the parties have long warred over education funding questions, and the budget deficit will make these even more pressing. Any government program expansion could run into opposition from the influx of tea-party Republicans who want a reduced federal role in the schools. [Wall St. Journal]
Environment:

· EPA administrator Lisa Jackson announced on December 23 that the agency will move unilaterally to reduce greenhouse gas pollution by clamping down on emissions from power plants and oil refineries. Legislation in Congress putting a limit on greenhouse gases and allowing companies to buy and sell pollution permits under that ceiling—a system known as cap-and-trade—stalled in the Senate in 2010 after narrowly clearing the House.  But the Senate in June rejected by a 53-47 vote a challenge that would have denied the EPA the authority to move ahead with the rules.  The announcement by the EPA came in connection with settlement of a suit that several state and local governments and environmental groups had brought against the EPA over the agency’s failure to update or publish new standards for fossil fuel plants and petroleum refineries.  The EPA also announced it was taking the unprecedented step of directly issuing air permits to industries in Texas, citing the state’s unwillingness to comply with greenhouse gas regulations going into effect on January 2.  [AP]
· The new Republican majority in the House will use oversight hearings to try to pressure the EPA to back down from environmental regulations. Targets include EPA efforts to cut greenhouse-gas emissions from power plants and other big industrial facilities. Rep. Fred Upton (R., Mich.), the next chairman of the House Energy and Commerce Committee, has said Republicans "will not allow" the Obama administration to issue the standards, siding with businesses that say the necessary technology doesn't exist. Republicans will also take aim at EPA plans to regulate the waste generated by coal-fired power plants.   Republicans have made unraveling the Obama administration’s climate rules one of their top priorities this year, and with the GOP-led House expected to easily pass a measure to handcuff EPA’s authority, the rules’ fate may be determined by how hard the agency’s champions in the Senate will fight.  At least 56 senators — just four short of the 60 needed to overcome a filibuster — will most likely support measures to hamstring climate rules, and an additional eight votes may be in play this Congress.  The outcome of a vote to limit EPA’s authority on climate ultimately may depend on how much political capital Democratic leadership and the White House are willing to invest.  Administration officials have said President Barack Obama would veto a bill to strip EPA of its ability to regulate greenhouse gases. But while the president would almost certainly veto a stand-alone measure to limit EPA rules, it could get more complicated if the measure is attached as a rider to a major spending package. That could also increase the likelihood of a deal for a one- or two-year wait.  [Wall St. Journal, Politico]
Health Care:

· The House on January 19 (245-189, Ribble yes) passed legislation to repeal President Barack Obama's health-care law, but they concede that has little chance of passing the Senate. They will follow up with targeted measures to cut off funding to enact the law's less popular provisions, such as enforcement of the requirement that most Americans carry health insurance, expansion of the Medicaid program for the poor and subsidies to offset the cost of buying insurance for lower-income workers.  House Republicans used a special exception in their budget rules to repeal the Democrats’ health care overhaul without paying for it – technically, at least.  The Congressional Budget Office said last year that the health care reform law and its accompanying reconciliation law would reduce the deficit by $143 billion through 2019. That figure is widely disputed and Republicans argue the law would actually increase the deficit. The budget rules allow for the special exceptions until a new budget resolution is enacted, which gives Republicans a framework to account for the cost of the health care law differently, a Republican House aide said.  [Wall St. Journal, Politico]

· Hours after taking over as Wisconsin governor on January 3, Republican Gov. Scott Walker followed through on a campaign pledge and authorized Attorney General J.B. Van Hollen to challenge the new federal health care law.  Walker's authorization allows Van Hollen to take any legal action he deems appropriate.  Van Hollen said in a statement that a requirement under the federal law that people purchase health insurance by 2014 or face penalties is unconstitutional. States involved in the other lawsuit are Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Idaho, Louisiana, Michigan, Mississippi, Nebraska, Nevada, North Dakota, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, South Dakota, Texas, Utah and Washington.  See the text of Walker’s letter here: http://www.doj.state.wi.us/news/files/Governor_Walker-Federal_Health_Care_Lawsuit_ltr.pdf   Van Hollen said January 10 that Florida Attorney General Pam Bondi will request that Wisconsin and at least three other states be allowed to join the federal case. U.S. District Judge Roger Vinson in Pensacola, Fla., would then have to decide whether to grant the request.  Other issues in the case include whether the federal government can require states to cover more low-income people under Medicaid health care programs that jointly are paid for by the states and federal government. Wisconsin programs such as BadgerCare Plus already cover poor children, families and childless adults at higher income levels than those mandated under the federal law. But the federal law could still make it more difficult for Walker and the Republican Legislature to cut state health programs - a rapidly rising cost for the state - to help balance a massive state budget deficit over the next two years. [Christian Science Monitor, Journal Sentinel Online] 
Labor & Workplace:

The National Labor Relations Board said on December 21 that it would require companies to post notices on their bulletin boards — and perhaps send out e-mail— to inform employees of their right to unionize under federal law. A day earlier, the labor board’s acting general counsel said that he would push for stronger action to create a fair atmosphere for unionization drives, perhaps by letting unions post materials on a company’s bulletin board if a company was found to have committed serious violations during such a drive. These moves, part of a series of recent pro-union actions by the labor board under President Obama, upset companies and business groups.   The labor board said that it was beginning a 60-day comment period on its proposal to post information on employees’ rights under the National Labor Relations Act, which sets rules for unionization efforts.  The NLRB is inviting public comments on all aspects of the proposed rule through February 22, 2011. Only comments identified by 3142-AA07, submitted online here: http://www.regulations.gov/#!home,  hand-delivered or mailed will be accepted. Address your mailed comment to: Lester A. Heltzer, Executive Secretary, National Labor Relations Board 1099 14th Street NW, Washington, DC.  It was the first time since Congress passed the act in 1935 that the labor board would broadly require employers to post notices about employees’ rights under the act. Agricultural, rail and airline employers would not be covered by the new rule. The board said that the purpose of its proposed rule was “to better enable the exercise of rights under the state and to promote statutory compliance by employers and unions.” Under President Obama, the Labor Department has begun requiring federal contractors to post such notices.   Similar postings are required under the Fair Labor Standards Act, which governs minimum wage, overtime and hours, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Occupational Safety and Health Act and several other federal employment laws.  In another recent action, the board’s acting general counsel said he would move more aggressively to seek reinstatement of pro-union employees fired during unionization drives. In addition, the labor board recently ruled that it was legal for employers and unions to agree on ground rules for a unionization election or for card check to determine whether a majority of workers want a union. Some business and conservative groups had called such an agreement wrong because the union did not yet represent any employees at the worksite.   [NY Times]
People:

President Obama said December 29 that he will install six appointees — including James Cole, his controversial pick for the No. 2 spot at the Justice Department — while Congress is in recess. The move will allow them to serve without confirmation by the Senate, where their prospects will only grow dimmer once Republicans gain strength in January.  Aside from Mr. Cole, the nominees include four ambassadors: Matthew J. Bryza to Azerbaijan, Robert Stephen Ford to Syria, Frances J. Ricciardone Jr. to Turkey and Norman L. Eisen to the Czech Republic. The first three are career foreign service officers. Mr. Eisen is a top adviser to the president on ethics who has been an irritant to Republicans since his days as the founder of Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics in Washington, a watchdog group that investigated the former House Republican leader Tom DeLay. Mr. Obama also installed William J. Boarman as public printer of the United States.  [NY Times]

Regulation:

· Republican and Democratic leaders in the Senate unanimously agreed on December 19 to pass a revised version of the nation’s food safety laws, without troublesome tax language. That cleared the way for the House to approve it (215 to 144) on December 21.  President Obama then signed the bill which is meant to change the mission of the Food & Drug Administration (FDA) focusing it on preventing food-borne illnesses rather than reacting after an outbreak occurs. Under the legislation, food manufacturers will be required to examine their processing systems to identify possible ways that food products can become contaminated and to develop detailed plans to keep that from happening. Companies must share those plans with the FDA and provide the agency with records, including product test results, showing how effectively they carry them out. The agency, which has sometimes been criticized for its failure to check up on risky food producers, will be required to conduct more frequent inspections in the United States and abroad. The law will also give the FDA the power to order food recalls. Currently, it can only request a recall, even when there is evidence that tainted food has made people sick or represents a clear health hazard.  The law includes exemptions for small food processors and farmers, many of which feared it would be too costly and burdensome. The exemptions were crucial to pushing the bill through the Senate.  The law will affect the 80 percent of the food supply that is regulated by the F.D.A. However, it does not apply to most meat and poultry products, which are regulated by the Agriculture Department.  [NY Times]
· Rep. Darrell Issa (R-CA) the incoming chairman of the House Oversight and Government Reform Committee - in letters sent to more than 150 trade associations, companies and think tanks last month - requested a list of existing and proposed regulations that would harm job growth.  The goal is to investigate the Obama administration's promise through the 2009 economic stimulus bill and other measures to create jobs.  "Is there something that we can do to try to ease that [regulatory] burden and stimulate job creation?" he added. "Is there a pattern emerging? Is there a consistent practice or regulation that hurts jobs? Until you have all the facts, you really can't make a lot of determinations and judgments."  [Politico]
· President Obama said on January 18 he intends to issue an executive order initiating a review to "make sure we avoid excessive, inconsistent and redundant regulation," focusing on rules that "stifle job creation and make our economy less competitive." He also suggested future regulations must do their job "while promoting economic growth."  The president said the government sometimes failed to meet its "basic responsibility to protect the public interest," citing the run-up to the financial crisis. He also acknowledged the cost of regulation and said that sometimes "rules have gotten out of balance, placing unreasonable burdens on business—burdens that have stifled innovation and have had a chilling effect on growth and jobs."  He also said: "Where necessary, we won't shy away from addressing obvious gaps: new safety rules for infant formula; procedures to stop preventable infections in hospitals; efforts to target chronic violators of workplace safety laws. But we are also making it our mission to root out regulations that conflict, that are not worth the cost, or that are just plain dumb."  [Wall St. Journal]

· As the specter of a year without pro football looms, the National Football League Players Association is taking its case to the halls of Congress — mounting an aggressive lobbying and public relations campaign urging lawmakers to push the owners to strike a deal before the March 3 deadline. The league’s position is that a private negotiation should be left in private hands. NFL lobbyist Jeff Miller said Congress’s involvement would not be useful to inking a deal. He said the league is concentrating its efforts on the negotiating table and not on lobbying.  One of the major sticking points is the league’s request that the players take what could amount to a roughly $1 billion pay cut and play an additional two games each season so that the teams can continue investing in the growth of the league. Players counter that they should not have to play more games for less money in a league that is still profitable.  The players argue that Congress could use its oversight authority to step in because the NFL has been given an antitrust exemption to negotiate television rights on behalf of all 32 teams. The players union says that those television contracts guarantee that the league would be paid even if no games are played. That payday, combined with the fact that the teams would not have to pay player salaries during a lockout, gives the league financial leverage over the players, the players association argues.  To help get lawmakers’ attention, the players are trying to tie their push to jobs, arguing that a lost season would cost each NFL city $160 million and an average of about 3,700 jobs. But the independent website PolitiFact Georgia fact-checked the claim as it applies to Atlanta and found it to be false.  Congress is generally reluctant to wade into labor disputes. When Congress has used its oversight power in sports, it tends to investigate health and safety issues, such as steroids in baseball and concussions in football.  [Politico]
Taxation & Budget:

· Late December 16 Senate Majority-Leader Harry Reid sounded the death knell for the much-maligned $1.1 trillion omnibus spending package—the pork-packed keystone of the Democratic lame-duck agenda.  It was a victory for the Republican caucus which had battled all month to maintain a united front in the face of Reid’s machinations to trade their votes for large earmarks.  At one point in the deliberations Reid mentioned nine Republicans who had signaled they might support.  It took threats to force a reading of the bill to ultimately crash the omnibus.  Instead Congress on December 21 approved yet another temporary spending bill, this one running through March 4, the fourth such stopgap measure since the fiscal year ended September 30. The effective spending freeze amounts to a reduction when rising costs are taken into account.  Agencies have some ability to move money among programs to deal with changing priorities, but they say it is not enough to ensure that they can meet all their responsibilities.  Congress can make adjustments in the temporary spending measures, but they are limited. The latest stopgap includes several adjustments. It imposes a two-year wage freeze for most federal employees, and it provides emergency financing for some programs, including Pell grant scholarships that would have been reduced or eliminated for more than 400,000 low-income students.  Also eliminated from the stopgap measure were the lawmaker-directed spending items known as earmarks. Republicans have voted internally to ban earmarks in the next Congress, but Democrats would not go along, raising another potential cause for deadlock over spending bills.  In Congress, the spending fight is likely to be further complicated by the need to raise the federal debt ceiling, perhaps as soon as early February, to prevent the Treasury from defaulting on its obligations. Many new Republican lawmakers, especially those supported by Tea Party groups, are likely to resist voting for an increase, unless it is accompanied by severe spending cuts.  [National Review Online, AP, NY Times]
· Congress approved the most significant tax bill in nearly a decade late December 16, overcoming liberal resistance to continue for two more years tax breaks enacted under president George W. Bush and to provide a fresh boost of federal support to the tepid economic recovery.  Previously passed by the Senate on a vote of 81-19, the package brokered by President Obama and Republican leaders in the wake of the November elections, was passed by the House 277-148, with 112 Democrats and 36 Republicans voting “no.”  The $858 billion package was signed by the president the next day.  It prevented taxes from rising on New Year’s Day for virtually every American household, will guarantee unemployed workers in hard-hit states up to 99 weeks of jobless benefits through the end of 2011, and will create major new incentives for business and consumer spending, including a two-percentage –point reduction in the Social Security payroll tax that would let workers keep a s much as $2,136.  It was Obama’s strongest bipartisan victory on a major initiative since he took office.   It represents a two-year window of opportunity for the president to tackle the ambitious task of overhauling the federal tax code that will sunset immediately after the 2012 presidential election. Negotiators excluded more than 70 temporary programs from the bill, including federal subsidies for state and local borrowing known as Build America Bonds, a sales tax deduction for new cars and trucks, a property tax deduction for people who don’t itemize on their tax returns and an exemption from taxes for the first $2.400 of unemployment benefits. The bill did include a $57 billion extension of emergency unemployment benefits that will keep the program alive until next year, reinstatement of the estate tax at 35% with an exemption for estates worth up to $5 million, and the largest temporary investment incentive in US history which permits businesses to deduct 100% of equipment purchases in the 2011 tax year. [Washington Post]

· House Republicans announced December 23 they would like to make it more difficult to raise the debt ceiling.  They will also require that all bills be posted online three days before a vote.  The rules repeal the “Gephardt Rule” that allows the House to raise the debt limit automatically when a conference report on the budget is approved. If the rule is repealed, a separate vote on raising the debt ceiling must be held. The current debt limit is $14.3 trillion, which Washington is expected to hit in February. A failure to raise the ceiling would prevent Congress from borrowing funds to pay the country's obligations.  Top White House economic advisor Austan Goolsbee warned January 2 that a congressional failure to rise the nation's debt limit would be “defaulting on our obligations, which is totally unprecedented in American history. The impact on the economy would be catastrophic. I mean, that would be a worse financial economic crisis than anything we saw in 2008." Democrats relegated to minority status in the House say Republicans are now the ones responsible for raising the federal debt ceiling and are hinting that they might vote against it to force the GOP’s hand. Republican leaders are on record as saying the debt ceiling must be raised, but whether they can get their members to go along with that remains to be seen. Their position is complicated by the GOP’s crop of 84 freshman lawmakers, many of whom ran on a strict platform of fiscal responsibility and risk being seen as sell-outs if they approve more federal debt. In return for approving the ceiling increase, Republican leaders, led by Speaker John Boehner (R-Ohio), are pressuring the administration to agree to spending cuts or mandatory spending caps. On January 7, Senate Budget Committee Chairman Kent Conrad (D-ND) also said he would not vote to increase the ceiling without a budget cutting agreement.  [TheHill.com]

· The House Rules Committee on January 19 passed a rule effectively setting a spending ceiling for the second half of fiscal 2011.  House Budget Committee Chairman Paul Ryan (R-WI) was given rare powers to unilaterally set the ceilings for the rest of 2011 in a rules package the House adopted this month. The powers were necessary since Congress never adopted a 2011 budget resolution. The new rule would guide Ryan to set ceilings that assume “a transition to non-security spending at fiscal 2008 levels.”  The resolution is slated to come to the floor the last week of January, and the ceilings to be put into the Congressional Record later would guide appropriators as they search for cuts to be combined into a continuing resolution to fund the government beyond March 4 through Sept. 30.  After the rule is voted on by the House, Ryan has said he will place the ceilings in the Record based on new budget estimates from the Congressional Budget Office due later this month. The House Appropriations Committee will not be able to exceed the spending ceilings when making new 2011 appropriations without its bill facing a point of order on the House floor.  The rules package also requires that appropriations bills contain spending lockbox accounts into which any savings from spending cuts can be placed. It is up to individual members proposing the cut to decide whether to place the savings in the special account, leading sources to question the effectiveness of the rule. Ryan said Republicans could seek to impose caps and other spending limits to control the impact of any rise in the government's $14.3 trillion borrowing limit. [TheHill.com, Reuters]
· The Republican majority taking over the House plans an ambitious drive to slash government spending by tens of billions of dollars in the next few months, a strategy that ensures that the capital soon will be consumed by intense debate over how and where to reduce the size of government.  They started by offering two measures that carry more symbolism than substance. One was a motion to repeal the health bill that President Barack Obama signed last year, and the second was a measure to trim the cost of running the House itself. The health-care repeal isn't expected to go anywhere in the Senate, where Democrats retain the majority, and the package of cuts to the House budget will only save about $25 million from a federal budget that exceeds $3 trillion.  After that, however, Republicans in the House say they plan to move on to offer a far more sweeping package of "recissions," or elimination of spending previously approved, that will aim to bring domestic spending back to where it was before Mr. Obama became president. The skirmish over that proposal for spending cuts, coupled with related fights over government regulation and health care, will set the battle lines for the next two years, as Washington returns to divided government.  House Republicans have also set their sights on scaling back environmental regulations and tightening border security. But spending cuts are their primary focus, with a pledge to cut about 21% from the $477 billion lawmakers have approved for domestic discretionary spending this year. First up among the proposed spending cuts is one to shave 5% from the operating budgets for individual members' offices, committees and leadership staff. Republicans estimate the package will save $25 million.  The bigger recission bill—which will essentially take back money that is already appropriated—will take shape over the next month or two. One target is part of the president's $814 billion stimulus that hasn't been promised to existing programs, which Republicans estimate would save $12 billion. The bulk of it includes funds for high-speed rail projects. Also included is money provided for food stamps under a formula that presumed food prices would rise more than they actually did.  Even if the House passes the bill, there's no guarantee the Senate would send it to Mr. Obama, and the president isn't expected to sign any legislation that would gut his programs. White House economic adviser Austan Goolsbee suggested that Mr. Obama will try to beat the Republicans to the punch with cuts he's likely to spell out in his State of the Union address late this month. [Wall St. Journal]

· Tax reform zoomed up the list of Senate priorities, with both Senate leaders on board with examining the code.  Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid told reporters that he and Sen. Max Baucus, the chairman of the Senate Finance Committee would hold hearings on reform “very, very soon.” Baucus began hearings on tax reform last September, when he declared "our continued prosperity and international competitiveness rest on our facing these challenges." But now with Reid and Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell publicly on board, tax reform could become the next big issue for Congress to tackle this year after the debate on raising the national debt ceiling.  [Politico]
Trade:

· After several long years of negotiations, the White House signed the Korea – U.S. Free Trade Agreement, known as KORUS, in early December. This agreement must now be ratified by Congress, hopefully in the first half of next year. KORUS will dramatically open Korean markets, the 15th largest economy in the world, to U.S. exporters once it is ratified, and could boost U.S. exports by more than $10 billion and GDP by $12 billion.  [US Chamber]
· The U.S. proposed opening its highways to Mexican trucks under a second test program that would require Mexican drivers to be proficient in the English language and U.S. traffic laws.  The two countries may reach an agreement to allow cross- border trucking within weeks, Mexican Deputy Transportation Minister Humberto Trevino said January 7 in a telephone interview.  As part of the North American Free Trade Agreement, the U.S. agreed to allow Mexican trucks access to deliver goods in the U.S., a pledge it never fully honored after safety advocates and union officials said Mexico’s trucks and drivers didn’t meet U.S. standards. The U.S. canceled its previous trucking program in 2009, leading Mexico to impose tariffs on U.S. products. [Bloomberg News]
Transportation:
· The 111th Congress failed to pass a reauthorization of federal highway and transit programs – SAFETEA-LU, and the programs and fees associated with the daily operations of the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA). Both of these programs are currently operating on a series of short-term extensions. Congress also failed to enact a Water Resources Development Act (WRDA), a bill which is supposed to be enacted every two years and deals with various aspects of water resources including navigation infrastructure. The relevant committee chairmen have all indicated that they plan to move forward drafting each of these important pieces of legislation at the beginning of the 112th Congress.  [US Chamber]
· House Republicans — despite urging by Democrats, businesses and even members of their own party — didn't change some provisions in their rules package that could jeopardize transportation funding and building trades jobs. A letter, signed by the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Laborers International Union, American Trucking Association, the Associated General Contractors of America and 17 other groups, objected to the rule change. The change replaces existing rules, which state that it is out of order to strike spending for most highway or mass transit programs.  The old rules forbid “obligation limitations to be below the level for any fiscal year set forth in section 8003 of the Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity Act: A Legacy for Users, as adjusted, for the highway category or the mass transit category, as applicable.” SAFETEA-LU is the authorization bill for federal highway spending, and it has been repeatedly extended since expiring on Sept. 30, 2009. It is set to expire again March 4. The new rule states that a transportation bill is out of order only if it spends money in the Highway Trust Fund for non-transportation purposes or if it “reduces or otherwise limits the accruing balances of the Highway Trust Fund, for any purpose other than for those activities authorized for the highway or mass transit categories.’’  The rule change would “make annual federal highway and transit investments subject to the whims of the appropriations process,” the letter warned. This would destablize the funding stream and push states to scale back their highway spending, the groups say. [TheHill.com]
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