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PUBLIC POLICY COUNCIL News Briefing Feb. 18, 2011  |  contact: Nan Nelson (920) 593-3418

LOCAL

Elections:

· The two February 15 primary winners in the county executive race were Brown County supervisor Andy Nicholson and businessman Troy Streckenbach; the top two vote-getters for Green Bay mayor were Brown County supervisor Pat Evans and incumbent mayor Jim Schmitt.  These candidates will face off in the April 5 general election.  De Pere businessman Paul Linzmeyer announced he would withdraw from the county executive race due to a health condition.  [Press-Gazette]
· Green Bay alderman Shae Sortwell announced he will resign effective February 28 to take a legislative staff job in Madison.  The city council will appoint a replacement for the remainder of his current two-year term. [Press-Gazette]
Government Efficiency and Cooperation:

Brown County's new emergency radio system could cost millions of dollars less than anticipated, but some lawmakers say they need more information before making decisions about how to proceed with the project.  The system to be installed by Motorola, the only bidder, would cost $14.55 million for infrastructure improvements designed to improve spotty coverage and comply with federal law, the county's Public Safety Committee learned February 2 in a meeting with emergency management officials and leaders from area fire and police departments. The project's cost, which does not include roughly 3,000 radios for more than 40 agencies, had been estimated at $20 million to $25 million.  Committee members discussed the project for almost two hours, with some raising questions about whether all of the proposed improvements in the bid from Motorola are necessary, and whether service and safety could be improved for less cost. The county Board of Supervisors discussed the issue at its February 16 meeting.  The new system, which the county hopes to install this year, would operate using eight tower sites as opposed to the current two. That would increase safety by enabling better communication in situations with multiple personnel at one scene, and where multiple agencies were responding to a call, said Karl Fleury, who heads the county's 911 communication center.  County officials have spent years discussing the need to improve its decades-old communications infrastructure, which users say frequently is inadequate to keep them safe.  [Press-Gazette]

Environment:

Representatives of the 18 municipalities served by the Green Bay Metropolitan Sewerage District are calling out Green Bay's regional sewerage district for poor communication after a 15.8% rate hike for 2011 that many said caught them off-guard, with more double-digit rate hikes looming in the coming years to complete capital projects, which the district said are needed for its aging facility.  The rate hike went from $1.71 per thousand gallons of wastewater in 2010 to $1.98 per thousand in 2011.  Tom Sigmund, executive director of the sewerage district, said "I understand that it was a surprise to them. We are working on trying to push our planning and budgeting process a little earlier in the year, so we can have information for our customers sooner."   An overhaul of the organization's solid waste system alone will add $1.10 to $1.35 to the current municipal rate, according to the sewerage district.  The quarterly sewer bill for the average resident varies by municipality based on how local officials implement and account for the rate increase in their budget. Quarterly rates, for example, will increase about $5 to $58.62 in Green Bay this year. In Ashwaubenon, the combined sewer and water will increase $27 to $170 per quarter this year.  Paul Kaster, the sewerage district's director of business services, said he could not determine the size of increases over the next five years. However, the organization's five-year capital plan has $190 million budgeted for improvements. The sewerage district, a special purpose municipality that has a five-member commission appointed by the Brown County Executive and approved by the County Board, maintains that the rate increases are an unfortunate but unavoidable result of a facility going on 35 years of use. In addition to its five-year plan, the sewerage district this year published a 20-year plan that includes about $540 million in improvements through 2030.  The Chamber hosted an informational meeting on February 15 for significant industrial users and municipal public works departments to get a more complete briefing from GBMSD about the solid waste system management plan.  Other public informational meetings scheduled by the district will be held February 22 and March 2.  [Press-Gazette]

People:

Green Bay School Superintendent Greg Maass, who is finishing his third year in the position, said he would step down at the end of the school year.  He has been offered a similar job in Massachusetts.  The school board met on February 7 to discuss how to proceed with finding a replacement.  [Press-Gazette]
STATE

Business and Economic Development:

· JR-1 AB-3 / JR-1 SB-3 Business Relocation 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 signed into law by the governor on January 31 as 2011 WI Act 3.  Companies can qualify if they hadn't operated in the state the past two years.  The deduction may be claimed by a business that moves either 51 percent or more of the workforce payroll or at least $200,000 of paid wages to Wisconsin. [Legislative Notification Service, WI State Journal, Hamilton Consulting] 
· JR-1 AB-4 / JR-1 SB-4 Economic Development Tax Credit Program Funds was signed into law by the governor on January 31 as 2011 WI Act 4.  The bill increases the maximum total amount of economic development tax credits that could be claimed by $25 million. Coupled with the $73 million in credit cap available under the current program, $98 million in total credits would be available beginning January 1, 2011.   [Legislative Notification Service, Hamilton Consulting]
· JR-1 AB-6 / JR-1 SB-6 Wisconsin Economic Development Corp. was signed into law by the governor on February 9, with a partial technical veto, he said, to ensure a smooth transition for employees who want government benefits. “We want to make it abundantly clear that the employees of the new Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation … should they choose to go forward with opting in to the Wisconsin Retirement System, can do so.” The new WEDC is authorized to develop and implement economic programs to provide business support, expertise, and financial assistance to companies that invest and create jobs in Wisconsin, and to support new business start-ups, and business expansion.  JFC amendments included a requirement that the new WEDC be subject to biennial financial and program evaluations; to limit the Department of Administration's authority to abolish positions in Commerce to staff that has assigned duties related to economic development programs; to change the structure of the board to give the governor six rather than 11 appointments with the Assembly Speaker and Senate Majority Leader each having three appointments consisting of one majority and one minority member from their respective houses, and one person from the private sector. Also under the amendments, beginning Jan. 1, 2012 the WEDC would be subject to the state prohibition on dual employment, which precludes full-time agency employees from holding a position in another agency that pays more than $12,000. Commerce Department reorganization is expected to be presented later this month in the Governor's biennial budget bill.  [Legislative Notification Service, Hamilton Consulting]
· JR-1 AB-7 / JR-1 SB-7 Job Creation Tax Credit was passed by the Assembly on January 25 and the Senate on January 27 (25-8). It was signed into law by the governor on February 4 as 2011 WI Act 5.  It would extend a $4,000 tax deduction for every job created at companies that have less than $5 million a year in gross receipts ($326 per job). The credit would be cut in half to $2,000 per job for companies with more than $5 million in gross receipts ($92 per job).  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. It carries an expected two-year cost of $67 million [Legislative Notification Service, WI State Journal]
Communication:

WMC said that a new telecommunications reform bill is now in the drafting stages.  Those sections of the bill covering regulatory reform are relatively uncontroversial and have broad backing from business, as do the provisions that consolidate consumer protection oversight.  The sections concerning access charges are, however, a continuing subject of debate between AT&T and the smaller telecoms in the state.  WMC is recommending that business groups hold back from taking positions on this section and ask all the telecom companies to work out an agreement they all can accpt before finalizing a bill draft.  [WMC briefing]
Economy:

Wisconsin’s unemployment level remains below the national average.  The most recent numbers for Wisconsin show a 7.5% unemployment rate in December, a decline of 0.1% from November.  [Badger Herald]

Education:

The state's largest teachers union on February 8 took a surprise shift on the education-reform debate in Wisconsin by embracing measures it has opposed previously, including teacher evaluations based on student test scores, performance pay and an unexpected proposal to split up the Milwaukee Public Schools system. However, the reforms are off the table if Gov. Walker is successful in his drive to get rid of many collective bargaining rights for most public employees, WEAC President Mary Bell said on February 11.  WEAC's original proposal for salary restructuring and new evaluations was generally well-received by outsiders, but nobody offered similar support for breaking up MPS, even those who have been critical of the district's operations.  WEAC was supporting a statewide teacher evaluation system based on student test scores and peer review, which would lead to a more organized system of moving underperforming educators out of the profession and into new careers.  The union said that the state's outdated model of paying teachers based on years of education should be replaced with one that rewards high-performing teachers who meet learning objectives with students. Instructors who take on hard-to-staff positions and additional responsibilities should receive extra compensation, as should teachers who earn their national board certification.  Milwaukee Mayor Barrett and spokesmen for Gov. Walker and the Department of Public Instruction all said they welcomed WEAC's support for a revised evaluation system and merit-based pay.   [WisPolitics, Journal Sentinel Online]

Elections:

· The top two vote getters in the February 15 primary election for Wisconsin Supreme Court were incumbent justice David Prosser and state assistant attorney general JoAnne Kloppenburg; they’ll face off in the April 5 general election. [Press-Gazette]
· SB-6 Voter ID requiting photo identification to vote or obtain an absentee ballot was introduced and had a hearing on January 26.  The state's chief election officer recommended changes Wednesday to a bill that would require voters to show photo IDs at the polls, including allowing student IDs and passports to be used for voting. Other states allow an array of government-issued IDs and student IDs to vote, but under the bill in Wisconsin, only three types of identification could be used to get a ballot: a Wisconsin driver's license, a Wisconsin ID issued by the Department of Transportation and a military ID. The IDs would need to be valid, but they would not need to have a current address.  Kevin Kennedy, director of the state Government Accountability Board which runs state elections, told the Senate Transportation and Elections Committee that lawmakers should allow other government-issued IDs, passports and student IDs issued by accredited schools. UW-Madison officials also asked to include student IDs.  Kennedy said the bill would cost his agency $2 million to train poll workers and conduct a public information campaign. He said the bill would cost the Department of Transportation even more. Under the bill, state IDs - but not driver's licenses - would be available for free, to ensure the ID requirement does not amount to a poll tax. Those living in nursing homes, retirement homes and the like would be exempt from the law if special registration deputies are sent to their facilities. Elderly and disabled people living in their own homes would be required to show IDs. Voters could present an ID without a photo if they opposed having their photo taken on religious grounds. Victims of stalking could get certificates that would exempt them from having to show a photo ID. A voter who did not show a photo ID would be allowed to cast a provisional ballot that would be counted if the voter showed photo ID to an election clerk by the next day. The bill would end the state's practice of allowing a voter to vouch for someone who did not have appropriate documents when registering at the polls.  [Legislative Notification Service, Journal Sentinel Online]
Environment:

· JR-1 AB-9 / JR-1 SB-9 Wind Energy was introduced on January 24 but legislative leaders said on February 3 they will not take up the bill.  However, the demise of the bill doesn't mean Walker is giving up on the issue. The governor's spokesman Cullen Werwie said February 3 that he instead will work with lawmakers to achieve the goals of the measure through a change to Public Service Commission rules instead of a new law.  A meeting of a legislative committee that could make the rule change was held February 9.  That was a public hearing on the issue, but no vote on any proposed rule change was taken.  Committee Co-chairwoman Sen. Leah Vukmir, R-Wauwatosa, said the committee could vote to suspend all or part of the existing legislation. Work would then have to begin on a new set of rules. Vukmir said the committee would not make that decision for a few days. "We have stacks of testimony to go through," she said.  Wind industry representatives at the meeting said reopening the issue is causing chaos among companies with projects in play. Walker’s bill included a series of changes to siting requirements for wind farms that would make building wind turbines much more difficult than a rule proposed 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 an 1800 foot setback from property, unless those property owners consent in writing.  It requires the PSC and its wind siting advisory council to conduct an inquiry into the impact of wind farms on property values.  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.  [Journal Sentinel Online, AP, Legislative Notification Service]

· JR-1 AB-10 / JR-1 SB-10 Wetland Exemption for Packers had a hearing was signed into law on February 4 as 2011 WI Act 6.  It is an exemption from water quality standards for a parcel of Ashwaubenon wetlands owned the Green Bay Packers at the southeast corner of the intersection of U.S. 41 and Lombardi Avenue as a location for Bass Pro Shops.  The Department of Natural Resources has approved the project but environmentalists oppose it.  On January 27 Bass Pro Shops said concerns about possible wetland damage has caused the company to drop its interest in the project. [Legislative Notification Service, Journal Sentinel Online, Press-Gazette]
· Expenditures from the state's 20-year-old land-buying Stewardship fund are being curtailed at least through June while changes in the popular program are being considered, according to a memorandum sent by the state Department of Natural Resources to local governments and conservation groups.  Kurt Thiede, administrator for the DNR's Division of Lands, said the review is part of a program-by-program evaluation of spending ordered for all agencies by Gov. Scott Walker.  The memorandum said that while Gov. Walker realizes the value of the Stewardship program and remains committed to its future, "we need to react right now to alleviating the immediate state fiscal crisis."  The agency asked local governments and conservation groups, such as land trusts, to refrain from making any commitments to purchases that rely on Stewardship money.  The state borrows money to pay for the program by selling bonds. In 2007, the Legislature approved increasing bonding for the program from $60 million a year to $86 million a year, beginning last year.  According to the DNR memo, interest on the money borrowed to run Stewardship is expected to be between $29 million and $31 million in the fiscal year beginning in June.   Changes under consideration, according to the memorandum, include creating a scoring and ranking process to evaluate future requests and an assessment of surplus land for sale or exchange for other, more valuable conservation properties.  [WI State Journal]
Health Care:

· JR-1 AB-2 / JR-1 SB-2 Health Savings Accounts, previously passed by the Legislature, was signed by the governor on January 24 as 2011 Wisconsin Act 1.  The bill provides a tax deduction rather than a tax credit of 6.5 percent as contained in the Governor's original proposal. Under the new law, a person may exclude from his/her personal income tax the amount paid into a health savings account (HSA). Earnings from HSA contributions, and employer contributions, are also excluded from personal income for state tax purposes. The exclusion first applies to tax years beginning on Jan. 1, 2011. The change puts Wisconsin in line with the tax treatment of HSAs by the federal government and all but three other states.  [Hamilton Consulting]
· Wisconsin could save more than $500 million from 2014 to 2019 from health care reform as the federal government picks up a larger share of the cost of insuring people with limited incomes. That projection is based on an analysis of the testimony of Dennis Smith, the new secretary of the state Department of Health Services, before a congressional committee last week. The projection is lower than a previous estimate from the administration of million to $980 former Gov. Jim Doyle that the reform law would move $745 million in state spending to the federal government through 2019. Wisconsin would save money because its BadgerCare Plus program, which provides health insurance to low-income families, has relatively broad eligibility. Under health care reform, the federal government would pay a larger share of the costs of that coverage. Smith did not cite the potential savings to the state directly in his testimony. Rather, he told the committee, led by U.S. Rep. Paul Ryan (R-Janesville), that the health care reform law would cost the state $433 million. But he then pointed out that other provisions of the law could lead to nearly $1 billion in additional federal payments to the state, which would offset the state's costs.  [JournalSentinel Online]

Labor and Workplace:
· Add the insolvent and still hemorrhaging Unemployment Insurance Reserve Fund — and a looming $50 million in annual interest payments due the feds — to the list of economic challenges facing the Walker administration.  Due to the high number of applicants and a failure to salt away enough money during the good times, Wisconsin since February 2009 has been forced to borrow nearly $1.5 billion from the federal government to cover weekly benefits for the unemployed.  A provision in the federal stimulus bill had made those loans to the states interest-free for an extended grace period.  But now it’s time to start paying back the money. Efforts by President Obama to extend that grace period were nixed in the recent compromise over extending the Bush tax cuts.  As a result, Wisconsin must start paying the feds in September. At current rates, that means the state will owe at least $50 million in annual interest payments alone. That comes on top of an estimated $3.3 billion deficit in the upcoming state budget.  Moreover, under the complicated federal rules, states are not allowed use general fund revenue to cover their unemployment fund borrowing shortfalls. That means employers who’ve been paying into the system may have to pick up the tab by paying in even more.  The Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance said there will need to be a compromise between business and labor to repay these loans. This means benefit cuts and tax increases are likely, even if only temporary, as was the case in the 1980s. More than 30 have collectively borrowed more than $40 billion from the federal government just to keep the benefit checks coming during the Great Recession. Cash-strapped Michigan owes $3.7 billion and is supposed to pay $117 million in interest this fall.  But Wisconsin has run up one of the biggest bills in the nation based on its population. It’s fifth highest in unemployment borrowing per capita, trailing only Michigan, Indiana, California and North Carolina.  The shortfall has already triggered a small tax increase for businesses, ranging from $312 to $384 per employee annually. All employers in the state are required to pay into the fund, based on a formula pegged to how often a company’s workers apply for unemployment benefits.  Wisconsin is expected to continue borrowing from the federal government. Some estimates have Wisconsin on the hook for $2 billion by the end of 2012 unless there is some dramatic turnaround in the economy.  Some options are out there, including a special surcharge on all employers. But anything viewed as an extra burden on the private sector would face legislative obstacles. [Cap Times]
· SB-8 FMLA Conformity was introduced on January 21.  This omnibus bill will conform the state’s Family and Medical Leave Act provisions with those of the federal government.  [Legislative Notification Service]

Legal Reform:

JR-1 AB-1 / JR-1 SB-1 Civil Justice Reform was signed into law by the governor on January 27 as 2011 Wisconsin Act 2.  Below is a brief summary of the legislation:
· Product Liability - Various provisions of this comprehensive re-write of product liability law in Wisconsin will assist both small and large businesses including requiring proof of a "reasonable alternative design" in an alleged defective design of a product, moving Wisconsin away from the broad "consumer expectation" test. By adopting this provision, Wisconsin joins 46 other states.
· Expert Opinion (Daubert) - Wisconsin joins more than 30 other states and the entire federal court system with adoption of the Daubert standards for cases tried in Wisconsin courts. This common sense provision affects both parties in a case by limiting testimony of experts and evidence to that which is based on sufficient facts or data and is the product of reliable principles and methods.
· Risk Contribution (Thomas v. Mallet) - This provision overturns the Wisconsin Supreme Court's 2005 decision, Thomas v. Mallet, where the court adopted the "risk contribution" theory in cases involving lead-based paint. Wisconsin is the only state in the country to have adopted this theory. The court's decision led the Wall Street Journal to pen an editorial describing Wisconsin's litigation climate as "Alabama North." (August 9, 2005)
· Caps on Punitive Damages - The Senate and Assembly amended the bill to keep in place existing law for determining punitive damages, but then set a cap on punitive damages at $200,000 or two times compensatory damages, whichever is greater.
· Quality Improvement Act - The QIA updates the outdated health care peer review statute, encouraging medical providers to work together to improve the quality and efficiency of care. The bill addresses specific court decisions that have discouraged this type of work. The bill also makes consistent the administrative and criminal codes for abuse and neglect.
· Frivolous Lawsuits - A party may be liable for costs and fees for bringing a lawsuit or claim that is done solely for the purpose of harassing or maliciously injuring another party.
· Caps on Noneconomic Damages for Long-term Health Care Providers - Places limits on noneconomic damages for long-term care providers ($750,000).  [Hamilton Consulting]
Regulation:

· AB-4 / SB-7 Auto Insurance, a bill that would repeal most of the auto insurance coverage increases enacted last year was temporarily stalled on the Assembly floor on February 2.  After seeing several of their amendments to the bill rejected on the floor, Democrats used a procedural move to prevent a final vote from taking place.  Lawmakers will in the Assembly plan to take a final vote on February 22.  The bill was amended and passed by the Senate on February 8 (25-7, with six Democrats joining all 19 Republicans).  The Senate approved amendments making mandatory minimum underinsured coverage optional in automobile insurance policies and to allow policies to include "reducing clauses" that allow insurance companies to reduce coverage following an accident by subtracting the amount of the other driver's policy.  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.  This bill 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 of theirs to help pay for damages. [Journal Sentinel Online, Legislative Notification Service, AP, WisPolitics] 
· JR-1 AB-8 / JR-1 SB-8 Agency Rulemaking giving the governor the power to approve or reject any proposed state rules and regulations was passed by the Assembly on February 2 and the Senate on February 10.  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. [Legislative Notification Service]
State Budget & Spending:
· LRB 1383 or JR-1 SB-11 Budget Repair was introduced on February 11 and had hearings before Joint Finance on February 15-6.  The state faces $258 million in expenses it currently hasn't accounted for, including a shortfall in the Medicaid program and money Wisconsin owes Minnesota, the Legislative Fiscal Bureau reported on January 31. LFB projects the state would finish the fiscal year on June 30 with a gross balance of $121.4 million if it took no action to address the obligations. But that would mean allowing MA, the public defenders office and Corrections to run out of money sometime this spring. It also would mean continuing to put off the $58.7 million payment to Minnesota that was due Dec. 1. The state is paying more than $4,500 each day the payment to Minnesota is delayed.  The state's fiscal woes could also be compounded by the need to repay the Patients Compensation Fund of $200 million that was transferred in 2007 to balance the budget. A court has not yet established how the state must repay that money or when.  Basically, the state does not have enough money from current revenue sources to maintain current services and close the budget gap.  Raising revenue has been essentially taken off the table by the recently-passed law requiring a two-thirds legislative majority to pass a tax increase.  The budget repair bill appears to be on the fast track in order to pass before the governor delivers his budget message for 2011-13 on February 22.  It was introduced on February 14, was considered by Joint Finance on February 15-6 and was taken up by the legislature on February 17-18.  Gov. Walker’s budget repair plan announced February 11 includes:

· Limiting collective bargaining for most public employees to wages and imposing a wage cap tied to CPI unless voters approve an increase by referendum. That would mean public worker unions would not have any say on benefits and work rules. Walker's bill also would allow public employees to avoid making payments to unions if they don't join those unions. Agencies would be able to terminate any employees participating in a work action if the governor declares a state of emergency.   Employees would have to contribute 50% of the annual pension payment or about 5.8% of salary; and pay at least 12.6% of the average cost of health premiums.  Health risk assessments and other wellness programs would be mandatory.  Collective bargaining is repealed for home health care workers, child care workers UW Hospitals and UW faculty and administrative staff. Current contracts will not be abrogated by the bill, but passage of the bill could create pressure to reopen existing contracts. Law enforcement, fire employees and state troopers and inspectors would be exempt from the changes. The cuts are necessary to avoid up to 6,000 state employee layoffs and the removal of more than 200,000 children from the Medicaid program, Walker said.  Democrats denounced the plan and said the Republican governor was "declaring war" on unions before attempting to bargain with them.
· Give the state Department of Health Service sweeping powers to change the state's Medicaid health programs for the poor such as BadgerCare Plus to address sharply rising costs for those programs. Members of the Legislature's budget committee would have a chance to object to those provisions and force a vote by the committee on the changes.

· The bill also authorizes the sale of state heating plants, with the proceeds deposited in the budget stabilization fund. 

· The biggest single money-saving item is the restructuring of principal debt payments in fiscal year 2010-11 on state general obligation bonds -- estimated to save $165 million. As a result of the refinancing he’ll pick up about $140 million to $160 million. Walker - a frequent critic of past increases in state borrowing - said that borrowing could be used to pay down bills already racking up interest, such as $58.7 million owed to the State of Minnesota. After the breakdown of an income tax arrangement to benefit residents of the two states who work across state lines, Wisconsin has been accruing $4,584 in interest a day on the debt.  
· Walker also proposed taking surplus money from a prescription drug plan for seniors to help balance a looming budget shortfall. The Legislative Fiscal Bureau pegs the SeniorCare surplus at $20.4 million but also reports that it had already accounted for the extra money in its estimates last month on the size of the budget shortfall.  Walker said that he would not be "cutting SeniorCare benefits" in either the repair bill or the larger budget bill. 
· One Republican leader said that Walker is also considering making sizable cuts in aid to schools over the next two years, which would be mostly but not totally made up for by allowing schools flexibility to lower benefits for teachers. 
See the State Budget Office analysis of the current fiscal year and the 2011-13 biennium here: http://www.wispolitics.com/1006/large/110207_State_Budget_Office_Analysis.pdf  
See a summary of the budget adjustment bill here: http://www.thewheelerreport.com/releases/February11/0211/0211budgetdeficitbill.pdf 

The Legislative Fiscal Bureau’s analysis of the bill is here:

http://legis.wisconsin.gov/lfb/2011-13Bills/2011_02_14_budget%20Adjustment%20Legislation.pdf 

[Daily Reporter, WisPolitics, WI Radio Network, Journal Sentinel Online, Wheeler Report]
· Gov. Scott Walker's administration on February 7 projected the shortfall for the two-year budget beginning on July 1 at $3.6 billion.  That was an increase over previous estimates that had gone as high as $3.3 billion, though it includes requested increases in spending by state agencies that would not necessarily have to be granted.  Walker expects to introduce his 2011-'13 budget bill on Feb. 22 with the budget problem in the current fiscal year resolved by a budget repair bill  (see above).  [Journal Sentinel Online]

Taxation & Fees:

· JR-1 AB-5 / JR-1 SB-5 Supermajority, requiring a supermajority of 2/3 for passage of tax increase legislation, passed the Assembly on January 25 and the Senate on February 8.  But the bill is not legally enforceable, according to a memo from the Legislative Reference Bureau, which drafts bills for lawmakers.  The bill passed 20-12, with Sen. Julie Lassa (D-Stevens Point) joining the Republicans.  [Journal Sentinel Online, Legislative Notification Service]
· SB-10 Capital Gains Exclusion was introduced, restoring the treatment of the exclusion of capital gains that existed before 2009 WI Act 28, effectively adopting federal treatment of capital gains, and phasing out taxation of capital gains entirely.  [Legislative Notification Service]
· WMC said it is assisting in drafting a bill, not yet introduced, that will reform a variety of Department of Revenue policies and practices including the following provisions:  
· Mandate DOR issue declaratory judgments at the request of a taxpayer.

· Mandate DOR adopt administrative rules upon petition.

· Provide that any taxpayer has the defense to an assessment or the denial of a refund based on guidance of any sort published by DOR.

· Protect taxpayers that rely on past audit practices.

· Eliminate DOR coercion of a waiver of statute of limitations and waiver of appeal and refund rights.

· Reverse the burden of proof on negligence penalties from taxpayers to DOR.

· Lower interest rates on amounts owing to the state and equalize interest rates for those owing to taxpayers.

· Provide that Tax Appeals Commission decisions to which DOR has filed a notice of nonacquiescence remain good law unless reversed or limited by a court.

· Allow the Tax Appeals Commission to award attorneys' fees and costs for frivolous cases brought by DOR.

· Prohibit Class Action Suits against companies that follow DOR guidance. [WMC Briefing]
FEDERAL

Economy:
· The U.S. jobless rate unexpectedly fell in January to the lowest level since April 2009, while payrolls rose less than forecast, depressed by winter storms. Unemployment declined to 9% last month from 9.4% in December.  Employers added 36,000 workers, the smallest gain in four months, after a 121,000 rise in December that was larger than initially reported.  The drop in unemployment pointed to a labor market that’s on the mend following the loss of almost 9 million jobs during the recession.  A storm that spread from the Midwest and the South to New England during the week covered by the Labor Department’s employer survey likely depressed January numbers as businesses temporarily closed. [Bloomberg News]
· President Barack Obama asked Congress o January 31 to permanently eliminate capital gains taxes on certain investments in small businesses as part of the budget plan he submits to Congress next month. The White House announced the proposal as part of a package of initiatives aimed at boosting small businesses and entrepreneurship. The White House also announced the creation of a new, private organization called Startup America, aimed at getting private companies to expand their support entrepreneurship programs. The White House tax proposal, which would need congressional approval, would eliminate capital gains taxes on investments held by certain small businesses for more than five years. This provision was part of a small business jobs act signed by Mr. Obama in September. The provision expires at the end of this year, and the White House will ask Congress to make it permanent. A similar proposal last year was estimated to cost $8 billion over 10 years. The president will also propose expanding the New Markets Tax Credit, which encourages private sector investment in start-ups and small businesses operating in lower-income communities. The program offers a tax break to people who invest in organizations that then invest in low-income communities. The cost of that proposal last year was $3.4 billion over 10 years. Under the new proposal, $5 billion in tax credits would be available.  In addition, the White House said initiatives at the Small Business Administration, the Energy Department and the Veterans Administration would aim toward supporting startups and small firms. For instance, the VA is launching new training programs for veterans who want to start businesses. The Startup America initiative, a national campaign aimed at promoting entrepreneurship, will be led by Steve Case, co-founder of AOL and chairman of the Case Foundation. Carl Schramm, president and CEO of the Kauffman Foundation, will be a founding board member. The initiative aims to encourage the private sector to support and expand entrepreneurship and mentoring programs, and to support non-profit organizations looking to expand.  [Wall St. Journal]
Energy:

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce stuck to its familiar call for more domestic oil and gas drilling and against newly-enforced greenhouse gas regulations from the Environmental Protection Agency. But on February 1 it also called for a permanent R&D tax credit, a clean energy bank, more federal oversight in locating transmission lines crucial to the development of wind and solar energy, and reaffirmed its commitment to extending tax breaks for renewable power.  [CNNMoney]
Environment:

State agencies are turning up the heat as companies report progress toward developing effective ballast water sterilization systems. The U.S. Coast Guard says it will release final regulations by April limiting the number of live organisms in ballast water and let shippers decide how to comply.  The Environmental Protection Agency also has begun regulating discharges of ballast and other wastewater from vessels, although shippers and environmentalists sued. EPA is discussing settlements while crafting an updated discharge permit effective in 2013.  At least a dozen states also have ballast policies, leaving shippers increasingly worried about having to navigate a patchwork of requirements.  Industry groups contend a New York measure scheduled to take effect next year could bring traffic to a standstill on some of the nation's busiest waterways.  "You'll see the closure of the St. Lawrence Seaway," said Steve Fisher, executive director of the American Great Lakes Ports Association. "It would shut down about 50 percent of Great Lakes shipping and about all shipping in New York waters, including the Hudson River and the port of New York and New Jersey."  Jim Tierney, an executive in the New York Department of Environmental Conservation, said the agency was considering shippers' pleas for a grace period.  Environmental groups want the department to stand its ground, pointing to findings by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration that about 75 species are prime candidates to invade the Great Lakes, mostly through ballast water.  Since 2004, ships from overseas have been required to dump and replace ballast water, or rinse empty tanks, at least 200 miles from U.S. waters. But studies show that up to 30 percent of organisms remain alive in the tanks, said Andrew Cohen, director of the Center for Research on Aquatic Bioinvasions in Richmond, Calif.  "It's a pretty weak approach," Cohen said.  Researchers have spent years developing methods of sanitizing ballast with ultraviolet light, chemicals, filters and even oxygen depletion.  A first draft of the Coast Guard regulations would adopt international limits on numbers of organisms per cubic meter of ballast water.  The ceilings would take effect next year for new vessels and be phased in over several years for existing ones. A second set of limits about 1,000 times stronger in establishing limits per cubic meter of ballast water would be imposed later if studies show that could be accomplished.  Environmentalists are pushing for a quicker timetable, while shippers want it lengthened.  New York's standard, which takes effect in 2012, would be 100 times more stringent than the proposed Coast Guard limit on organisms. California has adopted even tougher standards, but regulators say enforcement may be delayed.  EPA and the Coast Guard have commissioned studies to determine which standards and technology would work best. The number of live organisms permitted under the Coast Guard's draft policy is the equivalent of one drop of water in 20 Olympic-sized swimming pools. Going significantly beyond that would be harder and costlier. [AP]

Health Care:

· One provision in the new health care law requires businesses that make payments of $600 in a year for goods or services to a single provider to file a 1099 form to the Internal Revenue Service identifying the company or person receiving the payment. It is intended to help increase taxpayers' income reporting compliance.  This provision quickly raised concerns from business groups, which argue that the $600 trigger is too low and will create an administrative nightmare, especially for small businesses. That prompted bipartisan support to change or repeal the provision; the White House agreed that it should be amended. Both Republican and Democratic lawmakers have offered proposals to change or repeal the provision, but none passed last year, in part because they couldn't agree on whether or where to make budget cuts to offset the lost revenue.  The new GOP majority in the House is determined to take up the issue again and have made a bill to repeal the reporting requirement a priority, saying it will be considered in the early weeks of the session. The Senate did approve an amendment to the aviation bill on February 2 that would eliminate the 1099 provision in the health care reform law.   [Kaiser Health News, USA Today]
· Months after they hammered Democrats for cutting Medicare, House Republicans are debating whether to re-launch their quest to privatize the health program for seniors.  House Budget Committee Chairman Paul Ryan (R-WI) is testing support for his idea to replace Medicare with a fixed payment to buy a private medical plan from a menu of coverage options.  Party leaders will determine if the so-called voucher plan will be part of the budget Republicans put forward in the spring. Republicans say it may be the only way to preserve taxpayer-funded health care for seniors in an aging society. The idea of a Medicare voucher recently received bipartisan support from a debt reduction panel led by former Republican Sen. Pete Domenici of New Mexico and prominent Democratic economist Alice Rivlin, a former Federal Reserve vice chairman. Obama's own debt commission said the idea should be considered as an option if other strategies fail to get health care costs under control.  Under Ryan's plan, current Medicare recipients would get to stay in the program. People within 10 years of eligibility — ages 55 to 64 — would also go into Medicare. But those now 54 and under would get a fixed payment from the government when they become eligible at age 65. They would be able to use the voucher to buy a Medicare-approved private plan from a menu of coverage levels and options.  The amount of the voucher would be based on total current Medicare spending and indexed to grow year by year thereafter. But that growth would be less than the torrid pace of health care inflation now. Proponents say it would be like putting the health care system on a diet, forcing every player from drug companies to hospitals to be more efficient.  [AP]

· A federal judge in Florida dealt President Obama's healthcare overhaul a sweeping blow on January 31, ruling the law unconstitutional because of its requirement that Americans have health insurance starting in 2014.  The Washington lawyer who represented the 26 states in the lawsuit said the ruling freed them from complying with its provisions, including requirements not to cut people from their Medicaid programs, as some governors say they want to do.  Obama administration officials disputed this analysis and indicated they would appeal the decision. With lower federal courts divided, the fate of Obama's signature domestic achievement will probably be decided by the Supreme Court, which could rule as soon as next year.  In separate lawsuits, two other federal courts have ruled that the law's insurance mandate is permissible under the so-called Commerce Clause of the Constitution.  A third federal judge in Virginia ruled in December that the mandate was unconstitutional, but stopped short of invalidating the whole law.  Parts of the law have already taken effect, including drug discounts for seniors, tax credits for small businesses and insurance regulations that prevent insurers from denying coverage to sick children.  In a few states that are party to the litigation, Republican governors and attorneys general declared the expansive health care law effectively null as a result of the judge’s ruling. They suggested they would suspend planning and implementation until appeals courts could rule, although they did not provide details about what precisely might change or whether they would refund federal planning grants already awarded.  In Wisconsin, the state’s attorney general, J. B. Van Hollen, a Republican, said he was advising Gov. Scott Walker that “the federal health care law is dead — unless and until it is revived by an appellate court.” He added, “Effectively, Wisconsin was relieved of any obligations or duties that were created under terms of the federal health care law.”  [LA Times, NY Times]
· A day after a federal judge ruled the health care law unconstitutional, Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-KY) introduced the House-passed bill to repeal the law as an amendment to a pending measure on aviation issues.  Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid (D-NV) armed with a 53-47 voting advantage, agreed to the vote on the repeal bill. He said he wanted Republicans "to get this out of their system quickly."  The effort to repeal failed as expected, with the vote 47-51, along party lines (Johnson yes, Kohl no). [USA Today]

Labor & Workplace:

· President Barack Obama’s administration continues its private sector unionization efforts, this time with the historically “politically neutral” National Labor Relations Board (NLRB). A newly proposed rule from the NLRB would require private sector companies to post employees’ rights under the National Labor Relations Act, the legislation that gives employees the “right” to unionize, in their workplaces. The proposed rule is open for public comments (here: http://www.regulations.gov/#!documentDetail;D=NLRB-2010-0011-0001) until February 22.  [Daily Caller]

· The National Association of Manufacturers (NAM) on January 20, 2011 welcomed the announcement that the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) will withdraw its plan to impose new workplace noise standards on America’s businesses. Since October, the NAM raised objections to requirement with OSHA officials, congressional leaders and other policymakers.  This OSHA proposal demanded that companies replace proven protections like ear plugs and noise-reducing headsets, and instead upgrade their entire worksites to achieve noise limits. Manufacturers would have faced billions of dollars in new costs. NAM was concerned that these changes were sought outside the formal rulemaking process, using an “interpretation” process. In its announcement, OSHA indicated the agency will gather feedback through regulatory comments, hold a stakeholder meeting, and initiate “a robust outreach and compliance assistance effort to provide enhanced technical information and guidance” for employers.  [WMC Capitol Watch]
Regulation:

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce is pushing for an expansion of the White House's planned review of regulations to include independent federal agencies.  On February 2, Thomas Donohue, president and CEO of the Chamber, wrote to the heads of 13 different agencies that are not covered by a recent executive order from President Obama that calls for an administration-wide review of regulations. In the letter, Donohue asks that the independent agencies publicly commit to the regulatory review even though they are not obligated to do so.  The Chamber and other business groups have cheered Obama's new executive order dealing with regulations, especially its plan for a government-wide review of existing rules. Several groups have taken the opportunity to push for certain proposals to be axed by the administration. The 13 agencies Donohue wrote to are the National Credit Union Administration, the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, the Commodity Futures Trading Commission, the Consumer Product Safety Commission, the Federal Communications Commission, the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, the Federal Reserve, the Federal Trade Commission, the National Labor Relations Board, the Securities and Exchange Commission, the Federal Housing Finance Agency, the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission and the Federal Maritime Commission.  [TheHill.com]

Social Security:

Social Security will post nearly $600 billion in deficits over the next decade as the economy struggles to recover and millions of baby boomers stand at the brink of retirement, according to new congressional projections.  This year alone, Social Security is projected to collect $45 billion less in payroll taxes than it pays out in retirement, disability and survivor benefits, the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office said Wednesday. That figure swells to $130 billion when a new one-year cut in payroll taxes is included, though Congress has promised to repay any lost revenue from the tax cut.  The new projections show nothing but red ink until the Social Security trust funds are exhausted in 2037.   Kentucky Republican Sen. Rand Paul said he will propose legislation that will gradually raise the age of retirement much sooner than the debt commission’s recommendation to begin raising the age of retirement starting in the year 2050 [AP, Daily Caller]
Taxation & Budget:

· New House Ways and Means Committee chairman Dave Camp (R., MI) on January 20 said Republicans would consider eliminating a number of cherished tax breaks—always a painful task—to help counter the budget impact of reducing rates.  The president lately has signaled his interest in a tax overhaul as a way of improving U.S. competitiveness. The administration still appears to be weighing just how hard to push the effort this year. There is a growing sense on Capitol Hill that the key elements of an overhaul—lowering tax rates and streamlining the rules—could be an effective way to boost the economy and jobs, particularly at a time when fiscal stimulus spending has fallen out of favor.  A tax overhaul could become a rare area of bipartisan cooperation in the new Congress, as Democrats and Republicans remain sharply divided over health care and other issues.  Major U.S. corporations are particularly eager for a rewrite of the tax rules, although the overhaul appears likely to include many aspects of the individual tax code as well.  The U.S. hasn't kept pace with a worldwide move toward lower corporate-tax rates and now has one of the industrialized world's highest rates at 35%. (The effective tax rate for many companies, after accounting for tax breaks, is often much lower.)  The U.S. also is one of the few big economies that seek to tax corporate income earned overseas when it is brought home.  [Wall St. Journal]
· In an interview on February 3 US Pre. Reid Ribble signaled his continued opposition to raising the debt limit.  "This is that one big historic vote that I'm going to get where I get to draw a line in the sand with the administration," he added. "If you want to see that increase in the debt ceiling, I want to see substantive steps forward to reducing the size of government."  Ribble said the Congress needs to engage in an "adult conversation" about federal spending priorities and tax structure — not rely on an outside commission like the one set up by Obama, which ultimately failed to produce a debt-reduction plan Congress could embrace.  "Congress has to grow up," Ribble said. "It's not some commission's responsibility to determine what spending policy should be.”  [Post Crescent] 

· By proposing a two-year extension to the three-year domestic spending freeze he called for a year ago, President Obama in his State of the Union speech sought to quickly counter Republican demands for deeper cuts to shrink government and reduce annual budget deficits.  For now, the president would extend a partial freeze of domestic spending that he proposed in last year’s address while increasing the government’s economic “investments” in areas like research and education.  The freeze would exempt the biggest and fastest-growing areas of the federal budget — Medicare, Medicaid, Social Security and the military.  The five-year freeze in so-called discretionary domestic spending would reduce deficits by more than $400 billion in the 10 years through the fiscal year 2021, the administration said. By comparison, a group representing most House Republicans called for cutting $2.5 trillion over that decade.  Mr. Obama also called upon Congress to join him in simplifying the corporate tax code by eliminating loopholes in exchange for lowering the 35% rate, and perhaps to overhaul the individual income-tax system as well.  Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid (D-NV) brushed back a proposal from President Obama to ban earmarks. Speaking to reporters on Capitol Hill, Reid said that the plan is "a lot of pretty talk" and would cede too much power to the executive branch. House Budget Committee held hearings on February 14-5 with the goal of examining President Obama’s Fiscal Year 2012 budget (beginning in October) request that was released on February 14.  That $3.7 trillion budget would trim the budget deficit by $1.1 trillion over 10 years.  About two-thirds of the deficit reduction would come from spending cuts and the other third from revenue—limiting deductions claimed by upper-income taxpayers and trimming some “special interest” tax breaks.  The US Chamber said the proposed budget calls for over a trillion dollars in tax increases for businesses of all sizes and sectors over the coming decade.  The tax increases proposed, the Chamber said, are “rehashes of provisions the president tried unsuccessfully to get through Congress over the past two years.” The president wants to raise the top two individual income tax rates to 36% and 39.6%. Under the president’s new proposal, those who fall in the upper income levels also would face a 20% rate on dividends and capital gains, up from the current 15%. And, the budget reduces the ability of top earners use itemized tax deductions for mortgage interest, state and local taxes, and charitable contributions.  The proposed budget also includes $44 billion in new taxes on the oil and gas industry, $15 billion in new taxes for certain investment managers, and changes in inventory-accounting methods that would cost businesses an additional $61 billion. The president also proposes raising taxes companies pay on overseas profits by $129 billion over the next 10 years.  Budget experts said the deficit-reducing changes were too small and complained that the president was not following the recommendations of his own deficit commission to address entitlements and tax reform.  Many hope is only an opening bid before he and Republicans come to the table on a bipartisan deficit reduction plan.  For the current year, the White House projects a better-than-$1.6 trillion deficit — even higher than the Congressional Budget Office. But outlays would actually drop in 2012 and stabilize in the $3.7 trillion range as deficits fall to $1.1 trillion in 2012 and then $768 billion in 2013.  [Politico, US Chamber, Gannett, NY Times, The Hill.com]
· House Republican leaders on February 3 proposed cutting more than $30 billion from government spending for the remaining eight months of the fiscal year. Their approach could mean big reductions for virtually all federal agencies other than the Pentagon. The GOP plan calls for a 9% reduction in nondefense, discretionary spending, a cut of $43 billion compared with 2010 levels. Defense spending would see a boost of 1%, or $8 billion.  The House Appropriations Committee will now write a bill specifying which agencies will be cut to meet the target. The panel said the biggest reductions would be made to transportation and housing programs, which would be cut 17% from 2010 appropriated amounts. Commerce and Justice programs would be cut by 16% and agriculture programs by 14%. The panel is still working out its proposals in more detail.  The GOP leaders' plan was a disappointment to the party's conservative wing, which petitioned House Speaker John Boehner of Ohio to make $100 billion of cuts this year, in keeping with the party's 2010 campaign promises. Republican aides said the leadership plan would provide $74 billion less than what Mr. Obama had requested for this year, a request that was not enacted.  House Republican leaders on February 10 bowed to a revolt from conservative lawmakers and said they would propose deeper budget cuts for the current year than they had planned.  House Appropriations Committee Chairman Hal Rogers of Kentucky said that he would rewrite a government-wide spending bill to cut an additional $26 billion.  Democrats said Mr. Rogers's course change was a capitulation to the GOP's conservative wing that would make it even harder for the House and the Democratic-controlled Senate to negotiate a compromise budget for the rest of this year.  The bill must also clear the Senate, where Democrats are in the majority and are unlikely to cut spending as deeply.  Democrats warn that if Republicans refuse to compromise, there is the risk of a government shutdown. But GOP leaders say they don't expect the situation to come to that. If a compromise isn't reached by March 4, another short-term funding bill is expected to be passed.  The GOP's proposed $8 billion boost in defense spending may not please the Pentagon leadership. Defense Secretary Robert Gates has complained that defense spending under the current stop-gap measure is a projected $23 billion below the president's request for 2011, which he said would hurt military training and readiness.  Read Budget Chairman Paul Ryan’s message on the subject here: http://www.thewheelerreport.com/releases/February11/0209/0209ryanremarks.pdf.   [Wall St. Journal]

· The federal budget deficit will reach a record of nearly $1.5 trillion in 2011 due to the weak economy, higher spending and fresh tax cuts, congressional budget analysts said, in a stark warning that will drive the growing battle over government spending and taxation.  [Wall St. Journal]
· President Barack Obama's budget proposal is expected to give states a way to collect more payroll taxes from businesses, in an effort to replenish the unemployment-insurance program. The plan could cause controversy at a time when the administration is seeking to mend fences with corporate America. The proposal would aim to restock strained state unemployment-insurance trust funds by raising the amount of wages on which companies must pay unemployment taxes to $15,000, more than double the $7,000 in place since 1983.  The plan, which would take effect in 2014, could increase payroll taxes by as much as $100 billion over a decade, according to a person involved in its construction.  By proposing to enlarge the pool of wages subject to unemployment taxes, the White House appears to be offering states a more politically palatable way to raise revenues than to boost tax rates. States could keep the tax rates they have, or even lower them somewhat, and still raise considerably more revenue than they are raising now.  The unemployment insurance program is a joint federal-state program. The federal unemployment insurance tax rate of 6.2% on the new, larger base would be reduced, so that the U.S. would be taking in no more revenue than it does under the current system, a person familiar with the plan said. To avoid hitting businesses with a tax increase during the economic recovery, the proposal would delay the new rules until 2014.   State governments have had to borrow heavily from the federal government to cover the jobless benefits they provide. States are responsible for the first 26 weeks of benefits, and many have seen their reserve funds wiped out. More than 40 states raised their unemployment-insurance payroll taxes last year to boost revenues.  [Wall St. Journal]
Trade:

US Chamber of Commerce has urged the creation of a zero-tariff trade agreement between Europe and the US that would generate an extra US$120bn of revenue by 2014, trillions of dollars of revenue in the longer term and help both regions face competition from rising economies like China. [Silicon Republic]
Transportation:
· Administration officials have indicated in public forums and private conversations in recent weeks that they expect to unveil a transportation plan as part of President Barack Obama’s budget sent to Congress on February 14.  Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood told a recent business conference in Atlanta that the six-year transportation bill will include a $50 billion "upfront investment to help employ the nearly one in five construction workers that are still out of a job," according to a transcript of his remarks. He has also said he wants Congress to put a transportation bill on Obama's desk for signature by August. What's unclear is how large a program the administration will propose and how officials plan to pay for it. Any plan that increases transportation spending without a means to pay for it, or which raises taxes, is likely to get a cold reception from House Republicans.  The president called for a six-year, $53 billion spending plan for high-speed rail, as he seeks to use infrastructure spending to jump-start job creation. An initial $8 billion in spending is included in the Obama budget. If Congress approves the plan, the money would go toward developing or improving trains that travel up to 250 mph, and connecting existing rail lines to new projects. The White House wouldn't say where the money for the rest of the program would come from, though it's likely Obama would seek funding in future budgets or transportation bills. [AP]
· Democratic leaders brought an aviation bill that authorizes $8 billion for airport construction to the Senate floor January 31, pitching it as a jobs measure in keeping with President Barack Obama's call to boost the economy through transportation projects.  The American Association of Airport Executives estimated the airport construction funds will support 90,000 current or new jobs and have a beneficial spinoff effect on the employment of another 190,000 workers. The estimate is based on a calculation that $1 billion in federal spending supports 35,000 jobs. It presumes a 20 percent match by local airport authorities in addition to the federal dollars. The measure is identical to a bill the Senate approved 93-0 last spring. It later stalled when Congress couldn't reach agreement on several side issues, including the distribution of landing slots at Reagan National Airport near Washington, the fee airline passengers pay to support airport improvements and a labor dispute between delivery giants FedEx and United Parcel Service. This time, Democrats are predicting a smoother flight for the measure, which has bipartisan support.  The bill's main purpose is providing authority for Federal Aviation Administration programs for the next two years, including an acceleration of the modernization of the nation's air traffic control system.  In the House, Republicans have also signaled they intend to fast-track an FAA bill. Rep. John Mica (R-FL) the new chairman of the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee, has said the bill will be his first priority It is unclear what a House bill might look like, although Republicans will be searching for ways to cut spending as they seek to make good on campaign promises. FAA operations cost more than $14 billion annually. One target is likely to be the essential air service program, which subsidizes the cost of scheduled airline service to small airports, often in rural communities.  [AP]
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