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PUBLIC POLICY COUNCIL 
April 15, 2011   |    contact: Nan Nelson (920) 593-3418

LOCAL

Downtown Green Bay:

· The Brown County Library Board is embarking on a campaign to gain support for renovation of the Central Library.  A task force was formed to reduce the estimated $23 million project cost to the county by coming up with contributions as a way to convince the county tom bond for some of the cost.  The task force will be headed by Kathy Pletcher, UW-Green Bay associate provost and will include representatives from Downtown Green Bay Inc., Friends of the Library and library officials.  According to n engineering study the 40 year old library needs many repairs, including a new air conditioning system, elevators and other infrastructure.  Although it attracted over a million visitors this year, the need for library renovation comes at a time when the county faces a major budget crisis.  [Press-Gazette]
· An unusual political alliance of aldermen Guy Zima, Chris Wery and Ned Dorff wants the city to explore municipal borrowing, TIF funding, the city’s revolving loan fund and other options for helping finance up to half the cost of a new $12 million Green Bay Bullfrogs baseball stadium on the near west side.  The summer collegiate Northwoods League team is now entering its fifth and final season of 35 regular-season home games at Joannes Stadium with no assurances where it will play next year.  The aldermen want the team to deliver a multi-use, tax-paying entertainment facility in a park-like setting with free or inexpensive public amenities.  The Redevelopment Authority had previously agreed to provide riverfront land for $1, but balked at providing financing without assurances the Bullfrogs have secured significant private investment too.  Team owner Jeff Royle said he approached the aldermen because private investors are reluctant to get involved without assurance of the city’s commitment to the project. [Press-Gazette]

Economic Development:

· Invenergy LLC, one of the largest developers of wind energy in the country, sent letters on March 18 to land owners cancelling its plans to build a 100-turbine wind farm in southern Brown County, citing too many unknowns in state regulation.  Gov. Walker proposed legislation significantly curbing wind energy in the state and a state legislative committee took action to change proposed PSCW rules.  [Press-Gazette]
· The Brown County Culinary Kitchen, a new shared-use kitchen located at NEW Curative Rehabilitation, is open for entrepreneurs in the food industry.  The fully-licensed facility is a collaborative effort of the Chamber’s Advance, NEW Curative, the Algoma Farm Market Kitchen and NWTC.  [Press-Gazette]
Elections:

Green Bay mayor Jim Schmitt won a third term.  Political newcomer Troy Streckenbach was elected Brown County executive and will be sworn in on April 19. Three municipal incumbents were unseated: in Ledgeview Marc Hess defeated town chairman Jeffrey Van Straten; former Pulaski village president Ron Kryger regained the seat of incumbent Keith Chambers; and in Suamico village president Beth Sheedy was unseated by trustee Patricia Gaura-Jelen.  More than 43% of registered voters cast ballots (compared to 23% four years ago).  [Press-Gazette]
Environment:  

The U.S. Department of Justice went back to federal court on March 29 to try to force NCR Corp. and Appleton Papers to resume full-scale efforts to dredge, dewater and dispose of PCB sediment in the Fox River. Representing the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, Assistant Attorney General Ignacia Moreno asked U.S. District Court Judge William Griesbach of Green Bay to grant a preliminary injunction that will force the two companies to get back to work on the river south and north of the De Pere dam.  According to court documents, the federal government claimed that NCR and Appleton Papers said they would only dredge roughly one-third to one-half as much sediment as they did in 2010.  Griesbach has ruled that NCR and Appleton Papers are chiefly responsible for the cleanup of PCBs from the Fox River, rather than sharing the cost with municipalities, sewerage districts and other paper companies located along the river's route from Appleton to Green Bay. The government said the EPA's 2007 enforcement order that the companies perform much of the required cleanup remains in effect.  The dredging was scheduled to resume April 1 under the supervision of Tetra Tech, the company hired by the Lower Fox River Remediation, which includes NCR and Appleton Papers.  "NCR and API have defied a specific EPA directive that they perform particular sediment remediation work (north and south of the De Pere dam) this year, consistent with the … mandate that they conduct 'full-scale sediment remediation each year,'" Moreno wrote. [Press-Gazette]
Government Efficiency and Cooperation:

The United States Postal Service announced April 4 it is closing Oshkosh's mail processing facility and consolidating the operation into Green Bay, resulting in the loss of about 54 jobs in Oshkosh. The shift to Green Bay is expected to be 
complete by the end of September, and is expected to save the postal service, saddled with declining mail volume, underused facilities and an $8.5 billion fiscal year loss, about $4.6 million annually.  The union is hopeful that an outside evaluation by the Inspector General ordered by Congressman Tom Petri (R-Fond du Lac) will halt the move. [Oshkosh Northwestern]

STATE

Business and Economic Development:

· SS AB-3 / SS SB-3 Business Relocation Tax Credit signed into law as 2011 WI Act 3.
· SS AB-4 / SS SB-4 Economic Development Tax Credit Program Funds signed into law as 2011 WI Act 4.
· SS AB-6 / SS SB-6 Economic Development Corp. signed into law as 2011 WI Act 7.
· SS AB-7 / SS SB-7 Job Creation Tax Credit signed into law as 2011 WI Act 5.
· SB-39 WEDC Grants to local economic development corporations was introduced.

· SB-46 Prevailing Wage raising the cost threshold from $25,000 to $125,000 was introduced.

· SB-52 WEDC Bonds and Notes to raise venture capital was introduced. 
Economy:
Wisconsin’s seasonally adjusted February unemployment rate was 7.4%, unchanged from January, but down 1.7 percentage points from 9.1% in February 2010. [Dept. Workforce Development]
Education:

Thirteen University of Wisconsin System chancellors have endorsed a plan, the Wisconsin Idea Partnership, which would give the state's public universities more autonomy but would not formally split the state's flagship campus from the oversight board that runs the rest of the campuses. Read more about the plan here: http://www.wisconsin.edu/wip/. On March 10, the regents voted 16-1 to seek an amendment to Walker's budget plan that would preserve the existing governance structure. UW-Madison Chancellor Biddy Martin is the lone UW System chancellor who isn't backing that plan. Instead she remains committed to a plan she developed with Gov. Scott Walker's office to split her campus from the Board of Regents that runs the rest of the UW System.  Her plan, called the New Badger Partnership, didn't initially include the idea of splitting from the UW System, but Martin told Walker's administration she would support the idea as the governor's team developed its budget plan.  Under Walker's budget proposal, UW-Madison would receive a 13% cut in its state funding, or about $125 million for the two-year budget. Other UW System campuses would receive an 11% budget cut and UW System leaders would have to cut administrative costs. That adds up to another $125 million.  [Journal Sentinel Online]
Elections:

· With nearly all precincts in on election night, the race for Wisconsin Supreme Court between incumbent Justice David Prosser and challenger Joanne Kloppenburg was too close to call, and appeared headed for a statewide recount.  But two days later an error discovered in Waukesha County led the Government Accountability Board to review a county wide canvassing board’s findings that all 14,000 votes from Brookfield were not included in the final tally.  That change apparently left incumbent Prosser with over 7,000 net additional votes, which could give him the win over challenger Kloppenburg without a statewide recount.  [AP]
· Recall petitions are now being circulated for 8 Republican and 8 Democratic senators—all those who are eligible for recall, having not been elected within the last year.  Citizen groups have thus far turned in petitions for: Kapanke (R), Wirch (D) and Hopper (R). Organizers say they are close to having enough signatures for Holperin (D) & Hansen (D). 

Environment:

· SS AB-10 / SS SB-10 Wetland Exemption for Packers signed into law as 2011 WI Act 6.
· On March 29, WMC petitioned the Joint Committee for Review of Administrative Rules for suspension of two old WDNR rules, NR 404 on suspended particulates and NR 411 on indirect source air permits, which are no longer valid.  The first case involves a standard that had been revoked by EPA decades ago but never repealed by WDNR, while the second covers ozone due to emissions from parked cars that is no longer a pollutant of concern as a result of improved auto emission standards.  A hearing will be held soon where a vote on whether to suspend them will take place.  WMC has also been asked by the WDNR for other regulatory streamlining ideas, and is now developing a package of them.  If you have suggestions contact Scott Manley smanley@wmc.org  608-661-6912.  The WDNR is also looking to partially lift a ban on “oil absorbent materials” in landfills so that it would only ban auto oil filters, which was the original intent of the law.  Currently, even small amounts of material such as paint rags could be seen as coming under the ban. [WMC Briefing]
Health Care:

· SS AB-2 / SS SB-2 Health Savings Accounts signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 1.
· LRB 1235 Healthcare Freedom Amendment: State Senator Joe Leibham (R-Sheboygan) and State Representative Robin Vos (R-Rochester) introduced the Health Care Freedom Amendment (HCFA). HCFA is a proposed amendment to the Wisconsin Constitution that would prohibit the government from forcing participation in any public or private health care/insurance program.  A constitutional amendment must be adopted by two successive legislatures and approved by public referendum before it can become effective. It is currently being circulated for legislative co-sponsors.  [WisPolitics]
Labor and Workplace:
· AB-41 / SB-23 Pre-emption of Local FMLA Ordinances had a hearing in the Assembly on March 30, was reported out of committee on April 5 and was passed by the Assembly on April 6. The Assembly on April 12 then approved the Senate version of the bill.  The state Senate’s previously approved companion legislation would prohibit local governments from requiring employers to provide leave to deal with family, medical or health issues. Passage of the bill is important because a state appeals court ruled March 24 that Milwaukee’s sick leave ordinance is not preempted by existing state law, federal labor statutes, or the state and federal constitutions, and therefore must be enforced. The court overturned a circuit court’s ruling that nullified the ordinance, approved by Milwaukee voters in November 2008, on grounds that it did not comply with the state’s direct legislation statute and other grounds.  Business groups have said they will continue to try to appeal the law. [WisPolitics, WMC Briefing]
· Although Wisconsin has the 15th lowest unemployment rate in the US, we now owe the federal government $1.56 billion to repay loans made to our state unemployment compensation system, the 11th largest loan.  As the economy recovers, benefit payments are down sharply from last year’s level and state total employment is expected to grow this year.  The federal government is considering forgiving interest payments, which would greatly aid Wisconsin.  Another option is for the state to sell bonds to pay back the federal debt.  Also under consideration is a federal change to the taxable wage base to raise more money for the system.  If no changes occur, an assessment should be expected in fall on all covered employees in order to make Wisconsin’s interest payment, and a tax increase on all employers will be imposed in order to begin to repay our debt to the federal government.  Employer representatives on the UC Council would prefer to see a higher tax on employers who use the system more.  The Council is currently not meeting, due to an absence by the representatives of labor during the state budget crisis.  This advisory council system, which presents a labor/management agreed on bill to the Legislature, has been working well in Wisconsin, WMC says, and it will resist any effort by the Walker administration to convert to a more adversarial process. [WMC Briefing]
Legal Reform:

· SS AB-1 / SS SB-1 Civil Justice Reform signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 2.

People:

Governor Walker announced Phil Montgomery as chair of the Public Service Commission (PSCW) on March 28.  A former six-term Assemblyman and chair of its Committee on Energy and Utilities, Montgomery is also a former Green Bay Area Chamber of Commerce employee.  [WisPolitics]
Regulation:

· AB-4 / SB-7 Auto Insurance, reversing many of the changes made in 2009 was signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 14.  It was passed by the Assembly on March 8 was concurred in by the Senate on April 5.  A slightly different Senate version of the bill had passed on February 8. 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 new law 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. [Legislative Notification Service]
· SS AB-8 / SS SB-8 Agency Rulemaking, has been passed by the Senate and Assembly in slightly different versions. 
· AB-70 / SB-47 Small Business Regulatory Board membership and purview was introduced and had a Senate hearing April 12.
State Budget & Spending:

· SS AB-11 / SS SB-11 Public Employee Unions was signed into law as 2011 WI Act 10.  The Department of Justice on March 21 petitioned to appeal a Dane County judge's order blocking changes to collective bargaining for public employees. The motion, filed with the 4th District Court of Appeals, sought an order staying Judge Maryann Sumi's temporary restraining order blocking the bill from being published and permission to appeal her decision or to directly petition the state Supreme Court.  In making the appeal, attorney General Van Hollen said Supreme Court decisions have made clear that judges may not enjoin the secretary of state from publishing a law, the secretary of state cannot refuse to publish an act because of procedural or constitutional concerns, and acts cannot be enjoined simply because a rule of legislative procedure may have been violated.  On March 24 the 4th District Court of Appeals asked the state Supreme Court to directly take up the issue.  In response to a clarified restraining order issued by Judge Sumi on March 31, DOA Secretary Mike Huebsch said the agency will suspend implementation of changes called for in the collective bargaining bill until the case is resolved.   For now, legislative leaders say they are content to let the process pay out in court, but if needed, they would include provisions of this bill as amendments to the 2011-13 state budget bill. [WisPolitics]
· LRB-1726 / AB-58 was signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 13:  Governor Scott Walker on March 30 released budget repair legislation to allow the state to end the year with a balanced budget, avoid a tax increase and keep cover Medicaid program cost overruns. Democratic Senate Minority Leader Mark Miller and Assembly Minority Leader Peter Barca both praised the plan, saying it was the approach Walker should have taken from the beginning instead of also going after collective bargaining powers. The Senate passed the bill on April 5 (22-11 with three Democrats supporting it), and the Assembly concurred later in the day (58-36 with one Democrat voting yes) and the governor signed it on April 6. The legislation will refinance the state debt, lowering the state’s interest payments, allowing the state to fulfill the necessary Medicaid commitments for low-income families; funding that the previous administration did not have in its budget. It will also allow the state to address the deficit of $22 million in the Department of Corrections. Additional details of the legislation:

Debt Refinancing – The bill authorizes the refinancing of principal payments in fiscal year 2010-11 on the state's general obligation bonds. These principal repayments will be paid in future years. This provision will reduce debt service costs by $165 million in fiscal year 2010-11.

Address FY11 Medicaid deficit – Medicaid costs are expected to exceed current GPR appropriations by $176.5 million. The bill would increase the Medicaid GPR appropriation to address this shortfall, ensuring continued coverage for low-income families. 

Corrections – The bill provides $22 million GPR to address shortfalls in the Department of Corrections adult institutions appropriation. These shortfalls are due to health care costs, overtime, and reductions in salary and fringe benefit budgets under Act 28. 

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) Funding for Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) – The bill allocates $37 million of excess TANF revenues to increase TANF funding for the EITC from $6.6 million to $43.6 million in fiscal year 2010-11. By increasing TANF funding, GPR funding for the EITC is reduced by a commensurate amount. 

Act 28 Required Lapses by DOA Secretary – Under Act 28, the Department of Administration Secretary is required to lapse or transfer a total of $680 million in 2009-11 from appropriations made to executive branch agencies to the general fund. The bill would reduce this amount by $79 million to ensure the lapses can be met in the next three months as this was ineffectively addressed by the previous administration. [WisPolitics, Walker news release, Gannett]
· AB-40 / SB-27 2011-13 State Budget: Governor Scott Walker released a $28.7 billion state budget proposal on March 1 that would reduce all-funds spending by $4.2 billion, a cut of 6.7%.  Walker said it would result in a structural deficit of $250 million, down 90% and the lowest structural deficit in recent history.  To accomplish it, Walker proposed $1.7 billion in GPR cuts (about 10%) and rejected more than $600 million in agency spending requests. The Legislative Fiscal Bureau said factoring in existing spending that would be transferred to new quasi-public authorities such as the University of Wisconsin-Madison and the new Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation would result in a 1% increase in overall spending over two years in the remaining departments.  The number of positions in state government equivalent to full-time employees will drop by 1,200 after accounting for other positions that will be removed from the state's books. Under the proposal, the state would finish the two-year proposed budget on million in its main account on June 30, 2013, with tissue-thin financial reserves of $107.3 account to handle any unexpected problems. That's enough to run state government for about three days. Hearings were held on the bill by Joint Finance in Madison between March 29 and April 6 and around the state from April 7 through 13; Democrats on JFC held additional hearings, one here: Saturday, April 16, Brown County Central Library, 10 AM - 4 PM. Highlights:
· K-12 Education. Cut $834 million in state K-12 school aids over the next two years accompanied by a reduction in the per pupil spending limit of $550 per student through 2013.  Eliminate the minimum 180-day requirement for public school calendars, a measure that could open the way for some districts to initiate four-day school weeks; districts would continue to meet a minimum instructional hour requirement.  Allow any four-year University of Wisconsin campus to sponsor an independent charter school.  Fully fund SAGE and special education.

· Local Government. Cut aid to cities by $60 million or 8.8% and cut aid to counties by $36 million or 24% in the second year of the biennium because local governments have already locked in budgets that count on the aid in the first year of the biennium. Eliminate financial assistance for local government recycling programs and remove requirement that a municipality or county operate a recycling program; although individuals are still under disposal restrictions. [On March 21 four Republicans said Walker is making a mistake. They include Senate President Mike Ellis (R-Neenah) and Robin Vos (R-Rochester,) co-chairman of the Legislature's Joint Finance Committee, and Sen. Rob Cowles (R-Green Bay) and Rep. John Nygren (R-Marinette) also a JFC member.  The WDNR Board on March 23 said it would recommend amendments.] Repeal and recreate municipal storm water standards (NR 151) so that the cost to municipalities is considered and modify the total suspended solids standard (TSS) to be no more stringent than federal law.
· Higher Education. UW System cut of about $250 million with UW-Madison taking half the amount itself (about a 13% cut). To help offset that reduced aid, Madison would be spun off from the rest of the system into an independent authority. Cut funding to other UW campuses by 11%; spend $250,000 to create a plan for UW-Milwaukee to split from UW System. Cut $71.6 million in aids to the state's technical college system, or about 30%. Add no new students to the Wisconsin Covenant program after September and end in-state tuition for children of illegal immigrants. [The UW System came out on March 10 with an alternate plan to splitting off Madison from the rest of the schools. That plan, the Wisconsin Idea Partnership, calls for flexibilities when it comes to running all the institutions. On April 1 UW Chancellor Biddy Martin offered budget language changes aimed at giving other UW campuses more flexibility in areas such as budgeting, tuition and pricing, human resources, capital planning and construction, financial management, and purchasing and procurement, while maintaining Gov. Scott Walker's budget proposal that the flagship campus gain autonomy from the rest of the UW System. – see “Education”]

· Medical Assistance. Cut $500 million by requiring those on Medical Assistance programs like BadgerCare to pay more for the services they receive as their incomes rise. Some benefits will also be scaled back, and a limit placed on the Family Care program.  Benefits not cut across the board; provider reimbursement rates not cut. Build a new vets home in Chippewa Falls, but contract out for operations and staff.  End SeniorCare prescription drug program in its current form, forcing seniors to enroll in more-expensive private plans available through Medicare Part D and limit SeniorCare to providing supplemental coverage, such as Medicare “donut hole” coverage. [On March 25 US Sen. Herb Kohl contacted the US Secretary of Health and Human Services to urge her to reject this plan. According to the current federal SeniorCare waiver any change to the program must be approved by the HHS Secretary.  JFC co-chair Alberta Darling and member Sen. Randy Hopper (R-Fond du Lac) said on March 30 they want to keep the SeniorCare program "as-is."  At budget hearings, JFC co-chair Alberta Darling gave DHS Secretary Dennis Smith a couple of items he needs to work with legislators on, among them preserving the state's commitment to SeniorCare. She also told Smith she wants more legislative oversight of Medicaid programs restored in the budget proposal.]
· State Agencies.  DOA would review all agency requests to fill vacant positions and could eliminate any vacant position in any agency. More than 700 positions vacant for more than 12 months eliminated in state agencies. In all more than 21,000 positions were eliminated, 17,000 of that from the UW-Madison spin-off. Cut most state agency budgets, except for salary and benefits, by 10% and shuffle the state bureaucracy to achieve savings and efficiencies. The Department of Licensing and Regulation grows into the Department of Safety and Professional Services, absorbing some of the functions of the eliminated Department of Commerce, as well as commercial soil erosion oversight from DNR and other programs from DATCP and Vets. The State Treasurer's office would lose administration of the college savings program to DOA, and the Secretary of State's office would lose trademark and trade name registration to DFI. The Office of Energy Independence would be eliminated and folded into DOA's energy division. An Office of Business Development would be created in DOA. Provide $196 million in funding for the new Wisconsin Economic Development Corp.
· Corrections.  Close juvenile boys and girls lock-ups in southeastern Wisconsin and consolidate them at the existing Lincoln Hills; move sexually violent people from the Wisconsin Resource Center to Sand Ridge, saving $5 million a year and cutting 60 jobs.  Repeal mechanisms that would allow any early release of state inmates from prison, extended supervision or probation.  Additional DNA analysts and 19 new cyber crime positions at DOJ.

· Taxes and fees.  Direct revenue from motor vehicle sales taxes into transportation fund instead of general fund. Provide aid to transit systems out of the state's general fund, instead of using gas tax dollars.  Cap county and municipal levy increases at the greater of 0% or the gain in value due to net new construction but allow them to exceed the cap through referendum.  Extend levy limits for two years.  Prohibit technical college districts from increasing property taxes above the amounts levied in 2011-11 or 1.5 mills, whichever is less.  No sales or income tax increases, fee hikes or fund transfers, including hunting and fishing fees.  No repeal of combined reporting, but allow companies to claim a portion of what they pay through the tax (“trapped losses”) as a future credit. Cut $46 million in business taxes over two years by allowing companies more liberal treatment of losses to offset tax bills.  No repeal of the new tax bracket created in the 2009-11 budget for the state’s top earners.  A new long-term capital gains exemption for reinvesting in a Wisconsin business for five years or more.
· Construction.  Spend $1.1 billion on construction projects, down 30% from last biennium, about 67% for new construction or major renovations including over $5 million for GB Correctional Institute, $76 million for sports facility and $67 million for medical research facility, both at UW-Madison.  The State Building Commission approved the capital budget unanimously on March 16.

· Other.  
-- Limit phosphorus regulation to no more stringent than neighboring states (IL, IN, MI, MN, OH) and end a cooperative management plan that would have had municipalities and treatment plants to work with farmers in a watershed — even providing them cost-share dollars — to reduce the levels of phosphorus coming off their fields. [The WDNR Board on March 23 said it would recommend amendments. On April 4 WDNR Secretary Stepp said Gov. Walker has now backed off the repeal plan and will now propose that the phosphorus rule passed last year not be put in place for two years.]

 -- Does not address prevailing wage laws enacted in the last session; a study committee is reportedly being formed by the governor on this subject.  
-- Deletes the GPR supplement to the "democracy trust fund," which funds qualifying Wisconsin Supreme Court candidates up to $100,000 in the primary and $300,000 in the general election.
-- Eliminates the PACE program purchase of agricultural conservation easements and $12 million in borrowing that was approved in 2009 to help fund the program (none pending in Brown Co.).

[WisPolitics, Journal Sentinel, AP, Hamilton Consulting]

See a 16-page executive summary here: http://www.wispolitics.com/1006/large/110301execsummary.pdf
See the 98-page Budget in Brief here: http://www.wispolitics.com/1006/2011_13_Budget_in_Brief.pdf
View the Legislative Fiscal Bureau’s budget analysis here: 

http://legis.wisconsin.gov/lfb/2011-13%20Budget/Governor/tableofcontents.htm
See the LFB report on the impacts of the budget proposal on local governments here: http://www.thewheelerreport.com/releases/March11/0315/0315lfbmunaid.pdf
See the LFB report on the revenue limits for schools here: http://www.thewheelerreport.com/releases/March11/0315/0315schools.pdf
and on the school aid provisions here: http://www.thewheelerreport.com/releases/March11/0315/0315lfbgenaids.pdf 
· Sen. Tim Cullen is circulating for co-sponsorship a constitutional amendment that would rescind the requirement that three-fifths of the Senate be present for a vote on fiscal matters.  He said he proposed a constitutional amendment partly to prevent others from stalling legislation as Senate Dems did last month and partly as an olive branch to Republicans upset over the tactic. Cullen, a former Senate majority leader, said he fears they have now set a precedent whereby the practice could become commonplace, which he said could destroy the Senate.  [WisPolitcs]
Taxation & Fees:

· SS AB-5 / SS SB-5 Supermajority was signed into law as 2011 WI Act 9.
· AB-85 / SB-10 Federalize Capital Gains Tax Exclusion was introduced. 
Transportation:

· Several months after rejecting federal funds to build high-speed rail across Wisconsin, Gov. Scott Walker is now asking for at least $150 million to add trains for an existing Milwaukee-to-Chicago line. Walker said March 29 the federal funds would be used to buy two train sets and eight locomotives as well as build a maintenance facility in Milwaukee.  The announcement came after the governor, upholding a campaign promise, turned down $810 million to build a Madison-to-Milwaukee high-speed line. Upgrading this line, however, will save the state money through lower operating expenses, fewer capital costs and more ticket revenue while helping to accommodate growth in the rail line, he said. The money would come from $2.4 billion in high-speed rail funds that Florida was awarded but rejected. Walker said Wisconsin was filing its application jointly with Illinois, Michigan, Missouri and Amtrak. Walker said one big difference between his proposal and the Madison-Milwaukee line was a proven level of demand. The Hiawatha line is an established corridor with access points already in place.  [Gannett]

· LRB-0436 Transportation Fund Constitutional Amendment is now being circulated for sponsorship signatures as an Assembly Joint Resolution. It would amend the Wisconsin Constitution to require the deposit of certain revenues in the segregated transportation fund and to restrict the uses of those funds. All funds collected by the state from taxes or fees on motor vehicle licenses, titles and registration, motor vehicle fuel, tolls, aircraft, aviation fuel or airline property, railroads or railroad property (with some exceptions, such as revenue-generating licenses, petroleum inspection fees, ) would have to be deposited in the fund or used to repay transportation revenue bonds.  No funds could be lapsed, further transferred, or appropriated to any program that is not directly administered by DOT, with a few enumerated exceptions.  A proposed constitutional amendment requires adoption by two successive legislatures and ratification by the people before it can become effective. [Legislative Fiscal Bureau]
FEDERAL

Communications:

· The GOP-controlled House on April 8 voted 240 to 179 to disapprove a 2010 Federal Communications Commission so-called net neutrality rule that bans Internet-service providers from blocking traffic on their networks.  The rules also allow telecommunications and technology giants such as Verizon, Comcast and AT&T to “reasonably” manage their networks and charge consumers based on usage. Republicans contend the rules needlessly impose government regulation on the Internet that ultimately will hinder the industry and stifle innovation.  Said House Energy and Commerce Committee Chairman Fred Upton (R-MI), “The FCC has overstepped its authority and is attempting to seize control of one of the nation’s greatest technological success stories.”  Democrats counter that they’re consumer friendly and were needed to curb the growing market power of large service providers.  The resolution “undermines the open Internet and will not become law,” said House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi (D-CA).  The FCC rules were adopted on a 3 to 2 vote in December after years of debate regarding the federal role of ensuring a free and open Internet. The FCC’s three Democrats voted in support and its two Republicans opposed it.  The U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia dismissed challenges to the FCC rules that had been filed by Verizon and MetroPCS Communications, ruling that the challenges were premature.  It’s unlikely the House measure will overturn the FCC rules as it’s expected to die in the Democrat-controlled Senate. The White House also likely would veto the measure if it did clear Congress.  [Washington Times]
Economy:
· The US economy grew at an annual rate of 3.1% in the fourth quarter, revised upward from 2.8%.  [Bloomberg News]

· The US unemployment rate fell to a two-year low of 8.8% in March and companies added workers at the fastest two-month pace since before the recession began. The Labor Department reported April 1 that the economy added 216,000 new jobs last month, offsetting layoffs by local governments. Factories, retailers, education, health care and an array of professional and financial services expanded payrolls. The second straight month of brisk hiring is the latest sign that the economy is strengthening nearly two years after the recession ended.  Private employers, the backbone of the economy, drove nearly all of the gains.  The unemployment rate dipped from 8.9% in February and has fallen a full percentage point over the last four months, the sharpest drop since 1983. [AP]
Energy:

The Senate Judiciary Committee on April 6 approved U.S. Senator Herb Kohl’s bill to permit the Department of Justice to bring actions against foreign states – such as members of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) – for collusive practices in setting the price or limiting the production of oil. The vote was 11 to 3. Kohl’s bipartisan No Oil Producing & Exporting Cartels (NOPEC) Act would help prevent OPEC from manipulating oil production that causes fuel price spikes for American consumers. Kohl has succeeded in passing the legislation through the full Senate twice, most recently in 2007 with 70 votes.  [Kohl release]
Environment:

· The Senate rejected several proposals on April 6 to keep the Environmental Protection Agency from regulating greenhouse gas emissions, with Florida Sens. Bill Nelson and Marco Rubio splitting on a key vote.  But the House approved legislation on April 7 to block the EPA rule.  The White House threatened to veto the House bill, which it said would prevent "common-sense steps" to "protect Americans from harmful air pollution. Nelson, D-Orlando, and Rubio, R-West Miami, opposed three Democratic amendments aimed at weakening the EPA's enforcement of limits on greenhouse gas emissions. But they split on the key fourth amendment, a Republican proposal that mirrored the House bill to block the rule entirely. Nelson voted no on the amendment and Rubio voted yes.  That proposal, by Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-KY) needed 60 votes to pass. The vote was 50-50.  The Senate EPA amendments were attached to an unrelated small-business bill. Each needed 60 votes for approval. The three Democratic amendments that Nelson and Rubio opposed were these:

— A proposal by Sen. Max Baucus, D-Mont., to make some agricultural sources of greenhouse gas emissions exempt from regulation. Seven lawmakers voted in favor and 93 voted against.

— A proposal by Sen. Jay Rockefeller, D-W.Va., to delay the EPA rule by two years. Twelve members voted yes and 88 voted no.

— A proposal by Sen. Debbie Stabenow, D-Mich., to exempt agricultural sources, delay greenhouse gas regulation by two years and prevent EPA from contributing to car-mileage regulation. Seven members voted in favor and 93 voted against.

At stake is EPA's ability — upheld by the Supreme Court — to regulate heat-trapping gases as pollutants under the Clean Air Act. The EPA rule, which took effect Jan. 2, has been hotly debated because it will be expensive to force coal-burning power plants and other industries to limit carbon-dioxide emissions. The House bill amends the Clean Air Act to prevent EPA from regulating greenhouse gas emissions from stationary sources such as factories, and exempt the emissions from being defined as pollutants. The bill also would stop EPA from helping regulate car mileage standards for model years 2017-2025.  [USA Today]
· Senate Democrats indicated March 29 they may be willing to accept Republican-backed curbs on the Environmental Protection Agency as part of an overall deal on spending cuts, a rare hint of compromise in private negotiations marked by public rancor. Any concession by Democrats on non-spending items would mark an attempt to persuade Republicans to accept smaller budget cuts than the $61 billion contained in legislation that passed the House last month. Senate Democrats were mulling compromise language proposed by Sen. Debbie Stabenow that would bar EPA enforcement of greenhouse gas regulations for two years; create a single national standard for motor vehicle emissions; and exempt agriculture from greenhouse gas regulations. [AP]

Finance:
· The chairman of the House Financial Services Commission introduced legislation to establish a five-person commission to oversee the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau. The new bureau, which will become operational in July, was created by last year’s financial regulatory reform law. Rep. Spencer Bachus (R-AL) said that law “put too much power in the hands of one person,” the bureau’s director. The commission would “ensure that a nonpartisan, balanced approach to consumer protection prevails,” he said. It would do so “without inappropriately limiting access to credit that small businesses and individuals want and need. We can achieve consumer protection without a credit czar,” Bachus said.  Consumer advocate Elizabeth Warren, who was appointed by President Barack Obama to get the new agency up and running, is expected to become the agency’s director.  Republicans fear the CFPB will put consumer protection ahead of the safety and soundness of banks. Rep. Ed Royce (R-CA) said a similar situation happened at Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, where the public policy goal of increasing home ownership led these government-sponsored enterprises to become overleveraged, with disastrous results. Warren said other banking regulators will make sure the CFPB doesn’t jeopardize the health of the banking system. The Financial Stability Oversight Council has the power the overrule the bureau’s regulations, she noted.  Some small businesses are concerned the CFPB could limit the types of credit that would be available to them in the future.  Rep. Lynn Westmoreland (R-GA) noted that he took out a second mortgage with some unfavorable terms 30 years ago in order to get money to start his own business. He was confident he would be able to repay it, and ended up being successful. To ban this type of mortgage is “preventing people from being able to fulfill the American dream,” Westmoreland said.  [Business Journal]

· More than 9,000 additional firms would qualify as small businesses for government programs under the Small Business Administration’s latest update of its size standards. The SBA reviewed 46 industries and three sub-industries in professional, scientific and technical services, as well as the other services category. It increased the revenue-based threshold for qualifying as a small business in 36 of these industries, as well as one sub-industry. Architectural and engineering services firms were among the biggest winners. Firms in these industries that have annual revenue under $19 million will now be considered to be small businesses, compared with the previous top threshold of $4.5 million. Computer services firms, however, got only a slight bump in their size standard, from $25 million in revenue to $25.5 million. The SBA is accepting comments on these proposed size standards until May 16.  [Business Journal]
Labor & Workplace:

The US Chamber said the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) “appears to have gotten it right” with a new set of regulations to amend the Americans with Disabilities Act.  The Enforcement Guidance document, issued by the EEOC on March 24, restores a more appropriate interpretation of the ADA without imposing undue burdens on the business community, according to the Chamber. “In the end, the final regulation is much more consistent with the compromise we struck in 2008 and the legislation enacted by Congress,” the Chamber said, referring to the 2008 law that expanded federal protection of employees with disabilities. Business worked with the disability and civil rights community to draft and pass the compromise legislation.  The EEOC’s Enforcement Guidance outlines the instances in which employers must provide reasonable accommodations to qualified individuals with disabilities. Accommodations can include making existing facilities accessible, job restructuring, part-time or modified work schedules, or granting leaves of absence.  The guidance also outlines the conditions that should be considered a disability, including diabetes, cancer, epilepsy, and bipolar disorder. Previously, employees with those conditions were not covered by the law in the federal courts, which tended to narrowly interpret the definition of disability under the ADA.

Regulation:

H.R. 1281 Restoring Economic Certainty Act was recently introduced by 8th District Rep. Reid Ribble. It calls for a regulatory cooling off period of 24 months so that small businesses have the certainty they need to create jobs and grow their business.  [Ribble news release]
Social Security:

Democrats have broken ranks over a move to consider Social Security changes—including possibly raising the retirement age—to ensure its long-term fiscal health in combination with an effort to reach a deficit-reduction package.  changes to Social Security are on the table as three Democratic senators, Mark Warner of Virginia, Kent Conrad of North Dakota and Richard Durbin of Illinois, negotiate with three Republicans—together forming the so-called Gang of Six—to craft a deal to cut $4 trillion from the federal budget deficit over 10 years. They are weighing how to do so by paring tax breaks and overhauling large entitlement programs.  Neither party has proposed using any savings from changes in Social Security to reduce the federal budget deficit. The Social Security issue is part of the debate over the budget deficit because Republicans indicated they wouldn't consider changes to the tax code that would bring in more revenue, which Democrats want, unless Democrats entertained alterations to Social Security.  Messrs. Warner, Conrad and Durbin are weighing changes such as raising the retirement age to 69 by 2075, increasing taxes for wealthy workers paying into the program and trimming benefits for certain groups. They have insisted benefit cuts from Social Security wouldn't be used to reduce the government's broader deficit—a position Republicans agree with—but they have kept many details of their plans confidential.  It is unclear if the gang will be able to win enough backing to overcome the uproar over Social Security by Democrats and interest groups, such as AARP.  Any move to reduce Social Security benefits would be politically divisive because many Americans believe their retirement benefits are financed by payroll taxes they pay during their working lives. But as a pay-as-you-go system, Social Security uses the money collected from current workers to pay beneficiaries. Congress has changed the rules of the program—such as eligibility and benefit formulas—many times over the years.  For decades, Social Security collected more in taxes than it paid in benefits. The program lent that surplus to the U.S. Treasury by buying government bonds, and the government spent that money.  President Barack Obama has said he was open to proposals that would make the Social Security program more sustainable in the future, but the White House has so far declined to back the idea of changing the program as part of a broader deficit-cutting effort that includes taxes and programs like Medicare. [Wall St. Journal]
Taxation & Budget:

· H.R. 4 Small Business Paperwork Mandate Elimination Act of 2011: On April 5 the Senate passed the House's 1099 repeal bill and it’s been sent to President Barack Obama for his signature.  Using the "deem and pass" special procedure, the 1099 bill was the first repeal of a health care reform provision to reach the White House. The bill removed an unpopular tax reporting requirement from last year's health care overhaul law, a provision that even the White House agrees is burdensome to some small businesses. The 1099 provision required businesses to report all purchases of $600 or more to the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). [Roll Call, CQ]
· The government came a full six months without permanent spending appropriations for the current fiscal year.  Perilously close to a government shutdown, President Barack Obama and Congressional leaders forged an agreement late on April 8 to cut about $38 billion in federal spending and avert the first government closure in 15 years.  View highlights of the cuts here: http://republicans.appropriations.house.gov/_files/41211Finalprogramcuts.pdf  Obama hailed the deal as “the biggest annual spending cut in history” and House Speaker John Boehner said over the next decade it would cut government spending by $500 billion.  When this fiscal year began last Oct. 1, the Congressional Budget Office was projecting a $565 billion baseline for nondefense appropriations — regardless of Obama’s requests. That already dropped in March to $540 billion, a $25 billion change worth $300 billion over 10 years as a result of the last interim “continuing resolution” deal. All together, that’s a change of almost $800 billion, or over 10%, which Democrats fear will leave a permanent scar on American government. Moreover, the cut will hit home in a half-year span, after agencies have been spending at a higher rate for the first six months.  In future, Democrats will press to ease GOP cuts to domestic agency budgets by curbing the Pentagon's growth and trimming so-called mandatory programs whose budgets run on autopilot. [Politico, Wall St. Journal, AP]

· House Republicans unveiled an aggressive 2012 budget April 5 which they called their true vision for less spending and smaller government. The budget passed the House Budget committee (22-16, Ribble yes) on April 6. Speaker John Boehner (R-Ohio) said in no uncertain terms that “we’re going to deal” with entitlements in the 2012 budget. “Whether we can get the Senate or the White House to deal with it, I don’t know. But I can tell you we’re going to deal with it, because we believe that it has to be dealt with now.”  The Republican budget proposal (see http://budget.house.gov/UploadedFiles/PathToProsperityFY2012.pdf) would cut more than $4 trillion from federal spending ($6.2 trillion from the president’s budget) over the next decade, reduce deficits by $4.4 trillion and reduce debt as a percentage of the economy, bring federal spending below 20% of gross domestic product.  The proposal would bring spending on domestic agencies to below the 2008 level and freeze this category of spending for five years.  The proposed budget would transform the Medicare health program for the elderly.  It would essentially end Medicare as a program that directly pays health care costs, and convert it into a “premium support” system for those now under the age of 55, with the government paying about the first $15,000 in premiums. The poor and less healthy would receive bigger payments than others.  The plan would also convert Medicaid, the health program for the poor, into a series of block grants to the states and introduce similar reforms to the food stamp program. The plan proposes budget process reforms including enforceable caps on spending.  It would consolidate tax brackets, eliminate tax deductions and loopholes, lower tax rates and set a top individual and corporate tax rate of 25%. The plan is not likely to get much Democratic support, and instead will set up a broad debate over spending and the role of government heading into the next election.  [Wall St. Journal] 
· Separately, Senate GOP leaders are urging all 47 Republicans in the chamber to sign onto a proposed constitutional amendment to balance the budget and demand a vote on it.  Those efforts too are aimed at turning attention from spending on discretionary programs to the broader sources of the nation’s deficit problems, which come from entitlement programs and the cost of interest on the growing national debt. [Politico, Wall St. Journal]

· The most recent estimate of the date on which the ceiling on the federal debt will have to be increased is between April 15 and the end of May.  The Obama administration signaled on April 12 that it won’t rule out linking increasing the borrowing cap with new spending limits or other deficit-reduction efforts.  This sets up a scenario in which one of the many long term deficit-reduction plans circulating in Washington could become reality.  See a comparison of plans at: http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748703841904576257263426340504.html?mod=WSJ_hp_MIDDLENexttoWhatsNewsSecond  [Wall St. Journal]

· On April 13 President Obama laid out his plan for reducing the nation’s deficit.  He proposed cuts to entitlement programs, including Medicare and Medicaid and changes to Social Security.  He also called for tax increases for people making over $250,000 a year, and changing other parts of the tax code that he believes mainly benefit the wealthy.  The Gang of Six senators led by Mark Warner (D-VA) and Saxby Chamblis (R-GA) is close to finalizing a proposal that would cut the deficit by $4 trillion over 10 years.  [Wall St. Journal]

· The Obama administration is preparing a comprehensive proposal for corporate tax reform in an effort to kickstart the legislative process in Congress, Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner said April 5.  For months, the administration and lawmakers have been exploring an overhaul of the tax code, which all sides agree is exceedingly complex and lengthy at more than a million words.  "I'm actually quite optimistic we're going to be able to start that process with a very strong pro-investment, pro-growth, pro-competitiveness proposal," Geithner told a Senate Appropriations subcommittee. Given the country's fiscal challenges, Geithner said the proposal would have to be revenue neutral, so that a cut in the corporate tax rate would have to be offset by new revenue from the elimination of special preferences. He did not say whether the administration will introduce the plan in the form of a legislative proposal or when it would be unveiled. [Reuters]

Trade:

The Obama administration unveiled a revised free-trade pact with Colombia on April 7 that boosts the chances for congressional passage of three trade-opening agreements that have languished for more than four years. The deal requires Colombia to stiffen its laws to provide greater protection of Colombian labor organizers and up to five years' imprisonment for those who disrupt or threaten union organizing or activities. By satisfying at least some Democrats concerned about Bogota's history of violence against union leaders, the deal sets the stage for action on trade pacts with South Korea and Panama, senior administration officials said. Information for specifics about each deal, including statements of support, state by state benefits, etc., can be found at: Colombia & Panama - The Latin American Trade Coalition: http://www.latradecoalition.org/  Korea - The U.S. Korea FTA Business Coalition: http://www.uskoreafta.org/
 [Wall St. Journal]
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