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LOCAL

Downtown Green Bay:

Salvage Haven of West Allis will pay the city $202,000 for the right to salvage material from the former Washington Commons Mall in downtown Green Bay.  The work will likely begin by mid-May.  The company will get 30 days to clear out as much salvageable material as possible.  Workers on the project will be hired locally, 12 people working 2 shifts.  A demolition company will then remove the structure by September 1, the date when an unnamed developer has told the city it wants the site to be available.  [Press-Gazette]
Economic Development:

More detailed census statistics were released on local communities.  See the Press-Gazette graphic here: http://www.greenbaypressgazette.com/article/20110513/GPG0101/305130035/Who-we-Brown-County-snapshot-look-2010-U-S-census-data?odyssey=tab|topnews|img|FRONTPAGE 
Education:

A group of private and parochial school leaders showed support on May 16 for a plan to bring the school voucher program to Green Bay.  They hope the extension of the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program to our area might be included as an amendment to the state biennial budget now before the legislature.  The plan would allow schools in the program to receive a $6400 voucher for each student from a family earning less than 300% of the federal poverty level, or about $67,000 to $70,000.  Children would be eligible when entering kindergarten or high school, or if they transfer from a public school. [Press-Gazette]
Elections:

The Brown County Board’s Executive Committee voted on April 19 to consider voting district reapportionment maps for the county that would increase the county board from its current 26 members to 28, 29, 31 or 33 members, despite pleas from the Chamber that a 26-member county board should be retained to hold down the cost of government.  The committee voted unanimously on May 2 to recommend a 29-member reapportionment map to the board. After a public hearing on May 17, the board adopted a tentative redistricting plan at its May 18 meeting that increases the size of the board from 26 to 29.  Members originally voted 13 to 12 against adding three districts, but in a second vote after a brief recess, they adopted the measure on reconsideration when Bernie Erickson changed his vote.  Municipalities will create their ward plans this summer.  The County Board will then approve a final plan in August or September.  [Chamber letter, Press-Gazette]
People:

Brown County Supervisor Jack Krueger resigned from the board after 15 years; no plan yet for replacement.  [Press-Gazette]
Transportation:

The Wisconsin Department of Transportation has decided to reconstruct the intersection of I-43 and US-41 to eliminate what it calls dangerous loop tramps and limit access between I-43 and Velp Ave.  The final interchange design, which is expected by late summer, must also be approved by several state and federal agencies.  The project, another phase in the $970 million reconstruction of US-41 expected to be finished in 2017, will allow for US-41 to be designated an interstate highway from the state border up to the I-43 interchange.  The Chamber had written state officials and legislators in April asking they ensure that the reconstruction of this interchange be included in the project at a level that would allow for the interstate designation.  Gov. Scott Walker on May 3 announced he is backing the interstate plan.  The new interstate would be the first one in Wisconsin since 1996, when US-51 between Portage and Wausau was converted to I-39.  Getting the road up to minimal interstate standards in the coming years would cost another $15 million to $20 million, the WDOT said, in order to widen shoulders and install cable guardrails along some medians. The interstate route would primarily follow US-41's current path but in Milwaukee, following I-94 north from the Mitchell Interchange to I-894 west until it connected with US-45 and then the current US- 41.  The state DOT has been working on the plans since 2005, when U.S. Rep. Tom Petri (R-Fond du Lac) inserted language in a transportation bill designating the stretch as an interstate once federal requirements were met.  [Press-Gazette, Journal Sentinel]
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.
· The Wisconsin Jobs Act, legislation designed to bolster venture capital investments in Wisconsin companies was unveiled and is expected to be introduced with bipartisan support. The focal point of the legislation is the creation of two funds totaling $400 million under the umbrella of a new Wisconsin Venture Capital Authority. The complementary funds – the Jobs Now Fund and the Badger Jobs Fund – are designed, respectively, to address Wisconsin’s short-term and long-term investment needs.  The Jobs Now Fund will be a rapid-response fund. It would issue $200 million in tax credits to insurance companies over time for investments in certified capital funds. The tax credits would be for 80 percent of the value of the investments made, so $200 million in credits could attract $250 million in investments. The credits could not be claimed for a minimum of five years, so the money would be put to work long before the credits are paid.   The fund will eventually create a source of revenue for the state's general fund through returns on investments. It is a modified version of an approach used in many states.  The Badger Jobs Fund is a longer-term tool. It would invest in qualified venture capital funds on a "fund of funds" basis. The authority could issue up to $200 million in private placement bonds for the Badger Jobs Fund, with the bonds supported by investment returns, the incremental growth of state tax collections from financed companies, and contingent tax credits. Bonds would not be a debt of the state, and no more than 15 percent of the funds could go to any single venture capital firm. For every $1 a qualified venture capital fund receives from the Badger Jobs Fund, it would need to raise $3 on its own. [WI Technology Council]
Communication:

SS AB-14 / SS SB-13 Telecommunications Regulation Reform was introduced as a special session bill on April 27 and had a hearing in the Assembly on May 3 and the Senate on May 4.  It was passed by an Assembly committee on May 9; and by a Senate committee on May 10; it then passed both houses of the Legislature on May 11.  It will modernize state statutes that have governed telecom companies since 1994 by changing various regulations including PSCW oversight on rates, accounting requirements, construction approvals, trade practices, and others.  It will also phase out state-imposed access charges over 5 or 6 years (depending on size of operation).  A study commissioned by Wired Wisconsin and the Wisconsin Technology Council late last year found that by eliminating the incentives on old technologies and encouraging investment in new ones, modernized telecom rules would create or retain more than 50,000 jobs and positively impact the Wisconsin economy by $2.6 billion.  It said that beyond the initial economic gains through new infrastructure, expanding access to technologies like wireless and high-speed broadband would help make Wisconsin more competitive for new, high-tech jobs.  Unlike the bill stalled in the last session, this one has resolved the access charge conflict between large and small telecom firms and now has the backing of all our local telecommunications companies.  [Legislative Notification, Wired WI release, WMC briefing, direct contact with telecoms]
Education:

· Rep. Pat Strachota, R-West Bend, is working on a compromise proposal that could keep UW-Madison within the University of Wisconsin System -- but would grant Wisconsin's flagship institution its own board within the Board of Regents—while giving all campuses more administrative flexibility.  This idea of giving UW-Madison its own board within the Board of Regents is being developed by Strachota, and was not pitched by UW System or UW-Madison officials. Strachota and Sen. Sheila Harsdorf, R-River Falls, are the members of the Joint Finance Committee tasked with taking the lead on higher education issues.  UW-Madison Chancellor Biddy Martin remains committed to gaining some long-sought freedoms from state oversight by securing public authority status for Wisconsin's flagship institution, as outlined in Walker's budget. Leadership across the rest of the system is backing the Wisconsin Idea Partnership. This alternative proposal would grant all campuses these much-needed freedoms from state red tape while also keeping UW-Madison under the UW System umbrella.  All indications are that the plan to grant UW-Madison public authority status will be pulled out of the budget by the Joint Finance Committee, which is expected to tackle this issue later in May.  [Cap Times]
Elections:

· AB-7 / SB-6 Voter ID had a hearing in the Assembly on April 27 and passed an Assembly committee on May 5. Joint Finance passed an amended bill on May 9.  The Assembly passed the bill on May 11 and the Senate on May 19.  The latest version of this bill (see Leg Council memo: http://legis.wisconsin.gov/lfb/2011-13Bills/2011_05_09JFC_AB7.pdf) requiring voters to show photo ID at the polls would make other changes to Wisconsin elections, tightening rules on absentee ballots, limiting when people could vote in clerks' offices in the run-up to an election and ending straight-ticket voting.  A major change in the new proposal would impact the upcoming recall elections. The substitute amendment moves the implementation date up to the next election after the bill is signed for two requirements: that a voter sign a poll list, and that a voter reside in a ward or district for 28 consecutive days prior to the election. The bill leaves in place the ability of people to register at the polls, although some Republicans have wanted to eliminate election-day registration.  Voters would have to show a Wisconsin driver's license, a state-issued ID card, a military ID, a passport or a naturalization certificate. The state Department of Transportation would provide free IDs - but not driver's licenses - to those who asked for them, a provision included in the bill to ensure the ID requirement did not amount to an unconstitutional poll tax. Earlier drafts of the legislation barred student ID cards from being used at the polls. But the latest version would allow a voter to use an identification card from accredited public or private university or college if it included a photo, an expiration date no more than two years away, and a signature. 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.  Victims of stalking would be exempt from having to show a photo ID, and voters could present an ID without a photo if they objected to having a photo taken on religious grounds.  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 Friday after the election.  Some provisions of the bill would take effect with the February 2012 primary, meaning the ID requirement would not be in place for likely recall elections of state senators later this year. The Senate in February took up a different bill on photo ID, but did not give it final approval. At the time, Democrats were boycotting the Senate to block a bill limiting collective bargaining for public workers, and because of their absence the Republicans could not hold a final vote on the photo ID bill. The Legislative Fiscal Bureau estimates the law could cost more than $5.7 million to implement. That includes $2.2 million in costs for the Government Accountability Board (which includes education and outreach), almost $2 million for the Transportation Department (to cover employee expenses and the cost of free IDs) and more than $1.6 million if universities chose to remake student IDs. [Journal Sentinel, WI State Journal, WisPolitics]
· With the recount in the April 5 Supreme Court race now complete in every county but Waukesha, JoAnne Kloppenburg has sliced a mere 355 votes off Justice David Prosser's lead of 7,316 votes, underscoring the extreme odds against Kloppenburg emerging victorious in the fiercely contested judicial contest. A Dane County judge gave Waukesha County until May 26 to conclude its recount.  Prosser raised concerns that a court challenge of the recount results could lead to a temporary vacancy on the court. The new 10-year term on the court begins Aug. 1, and legal wrangling could last months.  Kevin Kennedy, director of the Government Accountability Board, said that the statewide recount of votes in the Supreme Court election might cost more than $1 million.  Assistant Attorney General JoAnne Kloppenburg requested a full, statewide recount of the April 5 election in which she challenged Justice David Prosser for a 10-year term on the bench. "There are two reasons for this recount,” she said. “One is to verify the outcome. The other is to restore the public trust in the electoral process."  Based on the canvassed vote totals from all 72 Wisconsin counties, Prosser is won the race by 7,316 votes, from about 1.5 million cast. The difference in totals was within the 0.5 percent margin that triggers an automatic recount with the state paying the tab, according to state law. With margins above 0.5 percent, the candidate pays for the recount. Prosser's margin of victory was 0.48 percent.  Kloppenburg also is requesting an independent investigation of “possible violations of Wisconsin election law” in Waukesha County, where the inclusion of 14,000 ballots that initially were excluded on election night ultimately put Prosser ahead by more than 7,000 votes.  [Wisconsin Reporter, WisPolitics, Journal Sentinel]
· The Government Accountability Board asked a Dane County judge April 27 to give it more time to review recall petitions in a move that would allow the agency to hold eight of the recall elections (or if necessary, primaries for the recalls) July 12.  If primaries are held, the general recall elections would be set for August.  Under the GAB's proposal, the agency and those involved in the recalls would have additional time to review the petitions, file challenges and respond to those filings.   The GAB argued the additional time was needed, in part, because of the demands now placed on the agency by the ongoing statewide recount in the Supreme Court race and the thousands of signatures filed against state senators so far.  It also points out in the filing recall elections by themselves are very rare in Wisconsin. To have eight going on at the same time is extraordinary.  "In addition, this number of simultaneous recalls has never occurred anywhere in the United States," the Department of Justice pointed out in the brief. The board's proposal calls for a meeting May 23 to consider the petitions filed against Sens. Dan Kapanke, R-LaCrosse, Randy Hopper, R-Oshkosh, and Luther Olsen, R-Ripon. The board would hold a second meeting May 31 to consider the petitions filed against Sens. Sheila Harsdorf, R-River Falls, Dave Hansen, D-Green Bay, Alberta Darling, R-River Hills, Bob Wirch, D-Kenosha, and Jim Holperin, D-Cononver.  The filings of sufficiency or insufficiency for each recall petition would be filed between May 31 and June 3, which would clear the way for all of them to be held July 12. GAB spokesman Reid Magney said any challenges filed in circuit court to the board's findings would likely upset the plan to hold all of the elections on one day.  WMC said that nationwide interest in the recalls is likely to bring the cost for each up to as much as $3 million on each side. Possible opponents for the two Green Bay-area state senators facing recall elections announced plans run.  Former Brown County Executive Nancy Nusbaum will run in a recall race against  Republican Sen. Rob Cowles, replacing Rich Langan, who dropped out of the race for family reasons. Meanwhile, Rep. John Nygren, R-Marinette, said he intends to run in the 30th Senate District race, potentially pitting him against Sen. Dave Hansen, D-Green Bay.  Brown County Board Vice Chairwoman Mary Scray previously announced she would run in that race as well. If both collect 400 signatures, Nygren and Scray will face off in a Republican primary six weeks after the state Government Accountability Board approves the petitions against Hansen.  A general election would be held four weeks later between Hansen and the winner. [WisPolitics, WMC briefing, Press-Gazette]
Energy:

· AB-114 / SB-81 Hydroelectric Power Caps had a hearing in each house on May 3. It was voted out of an Assembly committee on May 11 and was placed on the Assembly calendar for a vote. The companion bill passed a Senate committee on May 12 and the full Senate on May 17. The bill lifts the current cap on the amount of hydroelectricity (power generated by dams) that can count as a renewable resource in Wisconsin after 2015. The current law only counts energy from dams that produce less than 60 megawatts as renewable energy toward our state’s green energy mandate. “This bill will keep electric bills from going up by making it more affordable for utilities to meet green energy mandates,” Senate sponsor Frank Lasee said. “Lower cost energy is one of the building blocks of a healthy economy. When people and businesses save on their electric bills, everyone wins. Right now, hydropower in Wisconsin produces enough electricity to meet the electric needs of more than 400,000 people a year.”  [Lasee news release]
· The Assembly voted on May 10 to send a bill on PSC wind siting rules back to the Rules Committee on a 58-36 vote. The Senate also moved the bill to committee during its floor session. Assembly Speaker Jeff Fitzgerald said the rules are being sent back to the PSC for further work. Dems ripped the move, with Rep. Cory Mason of Racine arguing sending the bill to committee would effectively "kill wind energy jobs in Wisconsin." Sen. Frank Lasee, R-De Pere, said windmills are harmful to adjacent property owners, and wind energy drives up costs for ratepayers. [WisPolitics]
Environment:

· SS AB-10 / SS SB-10 Wetland Exemption for Packers signed into law as 2011 WI Act 6.
· Gov. Scott Walker is backing away from his proposal to eliminate mandatory recycling, and instead his administration is suggesting that some localities might want to merge their garbage collection to save money.  Walker and the Department of Natural Resources are looking for a compromise after criticism of his plans in the 2011-'13 budget to end the mandate that communities run recycling programs. The budget also ended the subsidy program that went with it.  Key Republican lawmakers have said Walker went too far, and late last week, the DNR and a group of solid waste and recycling organizations traded proposals on how to manage and fund recycling in future years.  The DNR laid out options that would maintain some level of recycling. Communities received $29 million in subsidies in 2010, which on average pays for about 25% of their recycling programs.  If the subsidies were eliminated, recycling might end in some locales. But experts say because of the popularity of recycling, communities would deal with cuts by charging or raising garbage collection fees or reducing service levels.  The DNR believes that size matters in recycling, and larger entities are more efficient, according to Ann Coakley, director of waste and materials management.  Communities might combine garbage and recycling operations; they could share the use of a recycling center where items are processed and re-sold on the scrap market; they could share staff; and they could mount joint marketing campaigns, the DNR said in a memo to several organizations.  The DNR would use a new per capita funding mechanism to reward local units of government that increase the size of their service area to 25,000 or more.  Walker's budget took the unprecedented step of ending a state requirement that communities operate recycling programs. His budget also eliminated financial assistance to communities.  But Walker kept the requirement that homeowners and businesses would still need to recycle paper, plastic and cans.  The budget also kept a $7 per ton tipping fee charged at landfills. That money has been used to underwrite local recycling programs.  In his budget, Walker instead earmarked the money for economic development, environmental cleanups and other purposes. That brought criticism from recycling advocates because during the campaign Walker criticized Democratic former Gov. Jim Doyle for using more than $1 billion from the state transportation fund to pay for schools.  [Journal Sentinel]
· The Joint Committee for Review of Administrative Rules suspended 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. The WDNR is prevented from enforcing it temporarily and legislation is introduced to permanently revoke them. [WMC briefing]
· Gov. Scott Walker's administration is developing a plan that it says will streamline the Department of Natural Resources to make it more responsive to the public and help speed reviews of environmental permits sought by industry.  The DNR is working on plans that would give the agency more autonomy to hire employees and to provide merit pay for good service. The agency would also approach regulation differently, by using experts within the DNR to meet in advance with regulated parties in the hope of expediting the process. The proposals were included in a DNR document obtained by the Journal Sentinel that indicated that Walker would use the DNR as a "charter agency" and would advance the proposals as an executive order. Officials said the proposal has not been finalized, and Walker's spokesman, Cullen Werwie, said it's an example of Walker's efforts to make state government run more efficiently. But the proposal drew fire from environmentalists who worry that Walker - a critic of the DNR during his gubernatorial campaign - wants to retool the agency to benefit business, but sacrifice environmental protection. The plans being discussed call for reducing the average permit times for air and water by 10% and increasing over-the-counter service by 30% from 2010 levels to customers for sports licenses and other matters.  The ideas have been under review since Moroney and DNR Secretary Cathy Stepp, who both come from the private sector, were appointed by Walker. Some of the ideas that are under consideration: Adopt "smart regulation" that would include a unit tentatively called the Office of Business Development and Economic Sustainability, which would try to work with companies upfront to clear up red tape and speed environmental reviews, patterned on a similar program in Iowa; use merit pay to reward employees—a merit system had been suspended by the previous administration; allow the DNR to hire employees directly, and sidestep normal channels through the Department of Administration. [Journal Sentinel]
Health Care:

· SS AB-2 / SS SB-2 Health Savings Accounts signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 1.
· On May 9 the Joint Legislative Audit Committee announced the release of a statutorily required audit of the BadgerCare Plus Basic Plan by the nonpartisan Legislative Audit Bureau (LAB).  The purpose of establishing the BadgerCare Plus Basic Plan was to provide temporary, unsubsidized health insurance for childless adults who were on the waiting list for the BadgerCare Plus Core Plan, a Medical Assistance program that imposed enrollment caps in October 2009 due to limited funding.  The LAB identified a number of concerns relating to the sustainability of the BadgerCare Plus Basic Plan. Among them is a deficit of $140,300 as of December 2010 resulting from insufficient monthly premiums paid by enrollees to cover program expenditures. This deficit would have been larger if not for a $1.1 million federal grant appropriated by the State Health Access program. Additionally, the Department of Health Services (DHS) did not begin verifying the eligibility of enrollees each month until December 2010. However, some eligibility criteria, including Wisconsin residency, have not been verified. LAB also found that individuals who were not enrolled in the plan received services, and enrollees received services that are not covered under the program. Altogether, LAB identified 107 inappropriately paid claims for services that totaled $14,600.  [Sen. Cowles release]
Labor and Workplace:
· SB-23 Pre-emption of Local FMLA Ordinances was signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 16.  It will prohibit local units of government from adopting ordinances that require business to provide specific sick leave policies, or other types of family or medical leave. [Legislative Notification Service]
· The management and labor representatives on the Worker's Compensation Advisory Council exchanged initial proposals at their meeting last April 11. The management side is interested in advancing policies that will help employers and insurers control rapidly rising health care costs within the system, and labor is proposing a series of benefit increases. The two sides are expected to negotiate an agreement over the next few months. The “agreed on” bill will then be advanced to the legislature for their consideration later this year. [WMC Capitol Watch]
Legal Reform:

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

Regulation:

· SS AB-8 / SS SB-8 Agency Rulemaking, approved May 17 in the Assembly includes restricting rule making authority, gubernatorial review of rules, cost-benefit analysis requirements and allowing rules to be challenged in any county in the state. The reforms do not alter environmental standards.  The proposal previously passed the Senate. Walker called for the Legislature to pass the reforms as part of his special session on jobs and is expected to sign it.
· AB-4 / SB-7 Auto Insurance signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 14.
· SB-32 Statewide Building Code was introduced.  It would prohibit local governments from exceeding the international building code for construction, repair and maintenance of these buildings, unless they receive state approval.  The reasoning behind the bill is understandable — construction companies, architects and designers all would have less work and probably less expense if they didn’t have to research every municipality’s building codes for projects, said Dan Thompson, executive director of the League of Wisconsin Municipalities.  “Uniform codes are wonderful when we can agree on what we want them to say — and that’s essentially the sticking point,” Thompson said. [LaCrosse Tribune]
State Budget & Spending:

· SS AB-11 / SS SB-11 Public Employee Unions was signed into law as 2011 WI Act 10 (court challenge).
· LRB-1726 Budget Repair was signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 13.  
· The Legislative Fiscal Bureau on May 11 projected an additional $636 million through the end of the next biennium in 2013, driven by higher income tax collections 9see LFB memo here: http://legis.wisconsin.gov/lfb/Misc/2011_05_11Darling%20and%20Vos_General%20Fund.pdf). Gov. Scott Walker said the state still owes millions to the state of Minnesota and the Patients Compensation Fund, and that some of the money would go toward paying down the state's debt. Walker said the total amount of excess money that would be committed to the debt would be worked out with lawmakers, signaling that he would be willing to work with them on some of their concerns with the state budget -- particularly cuts to local recycling aids and changes to the SeniorCare prescription drug program.  But Walker said the revenue does not offset the needs to change public employee collective bargaining or to reduce local school aids.  Joint Finance co-chairs Alberta Darling and Robin Vos said their priorities for the money include reversing the guv's plans for SeniorCare and recycling grants. They also said it would be best used to begin paying back the Patients Compensation Fund and covering the money the state owes Minnesota for the expired tax reciprocity agreement. Other possible uses they discussed include local road aids and lowering the borrowing included in the budget.  Local Senators Mike Ellis and Rob Cowles suggest using $175 million as a one-time payment to a litigation account to pay for the Patients’ Compensation Fund. That, plus $50 million already provide by Governor Walker, would ensure the state has the funds available to pay the settlement.  They also propose using $189 million as a onetime payment to the transportation fund. That will allow the legislature not to transfer $35 million in sales tax revenues to the transportation fund and it would reverse a proposal to fund mass transit aids ($106 million) from the general fund rather than the transportation fund as is the case under current law. In addition that would provide funds to eliminate a proposed reduction in local road aids.  “For the past four budgets, we have raided and threatened the fiscal integrity of the transportation fund to prop up the general fund,” Cowles said. “We should not continue that by using the general fund to pay for transportation projects. By using these dollars, we can not only preserve the integrity of the general fund, but we can keep the transportation fund at the same level the governor requested in this biennium.” Cowles and Ellis are also proposing that the rest of the newly recognized revenues be used to reduce the amount of borrowing proposed in the current budget, thus reducing future interest costs.  Finally, the senators noted that if their proposal were adopted, there would be an additional $151 million in uncommitted spending available in 2012-13 by reversing the proposed transfer of sales tax to the transportation fund and by maintaining transit funding in the transportation account. [WisPolitics]

· AB-40 / SB-27 2011-13 State Budget  Joint Finance Assembly Co-chair Robin Vos said April 17 that lawmakers are likely to change the guv’s budget proposals for recycling grants, SeniorCare and spinning off UW-Madison from the rest of the system.  He said lawmakers are looking for ways to change the guv’s proposal to drop grants to local governments to help pay for recycling programs as well as his budget provision to have every eligible senior enrolled in SeniorCare to apply for Medicare Part D.   He also said while he agrees with the guv’s vision of giving UW-Madison more flexibility, proposing the spin off was too much for lawmakers to digest in one budget cycle. With the Republicans holding a majority in both houses, the Republican-dominated committee (12-4) is expected to endorse the bulk of the Governor's proposal.  The Joint Finance Committee expects to complete its action on the budget by the end of May, and most observers believe that most of the significant changes to the Governor's budget will be made in committee.  The JFC Substitute Amendment will be incorporated into AB-40 and taken up first by the Assembly. Both houses of the Legislature are expected to complete their action on the bill and send it to Governor Walker for sign/veto decisions prior to the start of the next state fiscal year (July 1, 2011). On April 15, the Legislative Fiscal Bureau released a series of memos regarding the budget.  Some highlights: The structural deficit (the difference between general fund revenue and future spending commitments carried forward to the 2013-15 biennium) is reduced to $31 million. By comparison a $2.511 billion structural deficit was carried into the 2011-13 biennium.  Tax increases over the biennium total $49 million, mostly in modifications to the Earned Income Tax Credit. Tax decreases total $83 million, mostly related to deferral of capital gains reinvested in a Wisconsin business and Combined Reporting loss carry forward - for a net decrease of $34 million in GPR taxes.  Fee increases over the biennium (PR and SEG fees) total $135 million, with the bulk of the increase ($107 million) in UW tuition.  Property tax estimates under the bill reflect a $23 increase on a median valued home (roughly $160,000) or 0.8 percent increase in FY 12 and a $13 dollar increase or 0.4 percent in FY 13.  

The state Supreme Court has ordered oral arguments for June 6 regarding whether the court should take jurisdiction in the collective bargaining case brought by Dane County District Attorney Ismael Ozanne.  The DA has alleged an open meetings violation in the passage of the bill containing sweeping changes to the collective bargaining rights of public employees. The court has not accepted jurisdiction over the case, but is asking for briefs on the issues surrounding the request for the court to hear the case. GOP leaders are figuring how the June 6 date announced for oral arguments fits into their timeline for getting the budget passed. Assembly Joint Finance Co-chair Robin Vos said that putting the collective bargaining changes in the budget bill is an option that remains on the table.
Budget changes approved by the Joint Finance Committee include:

· Deny Gov. Walker's budget proposal to allow the DOA secretary to abolish vacant, full-time positions in any agency or department and instead give the secretary the ability to recommend the elimination of a vacant position to the JFC for review.

· A motion to remove from the budget all 46 non-fiscal policy items identified by the Legislative Fiscal Bureau failed but the co-chairs said they will take out 21 of the items.
· Repeal the authority of the affected local governments to create Regional Transit Authorities in the Chequamegon Bay, Chippewa Valley, Dane County and Southeastern regions, and repeals statutory references to the RTAs.
· Allow private companies to administer road tests to non-commercial (Class D) driver's license applicants.

· Restore funding for license plate stickers and have the stickers issued by a third-party vendor. 
· Repeal a Public Service Commission requirement that utilities increase their contributions to “Focus on Energy” energy efficiency and renewable resource programs and restore contributions to the 2010 level.
· Approved freezing property taxes for counties and municipalities for two years with growth in the levy limited to the value of new construction; but in the following years, permanently limit taxes to either 1.5% a year or the value of new construction, whichever is higher and allow municipalities to carry over any unused amounts from their tax limits into the next year as long as it didn't increase taxes by more than 0.5% of the total levy, and communities can still exceed the levy limits by a referendum; blocked automatic increases in the Homestead Tax credit program for low-income residents and seniors.
· Allow auto title loans in the state again by rolling back rules curbing the industry that Gov. Jim Doyle implemented with his veto pen last year. It moves the regulations closer to the original legislative compromise that passed both houses of the Legislature a year ago before Doyle altered it.

· Rejected Walker's proposal to end enrollment in the state life insurance fund.
·  [WisPolitics, Hamilton Consulting]
· AJR -21 Fiscal Responsibility Fund a constitutional amendment on first consideration that would try to fill the state's rainy day fund was passed by the Assembly on May 11.  The measure would require state tax collections in excess of 6.5% of state wide personal incomes to be deposited into the Fiscal Responsibility Fund. If taxes are less than that amount, a deposit of approximately one-half percent of revenues is made instead. Any balance over 10% of annual tax revenues would have to be returned to taxpayers in the form of a property tax credit.  The fund could only be tapped in a recession by majority vote, or fiscal emergency with approval from two-thirds of the state Legislature.  A constitutional amendment must pass two consecutive legislative sessions and then go before the voters for approval in a statewide referendum.  [Legislative Notification Service]
Taxation & Fees:

· SS AB-5 / SS SB-5 Supermajority was signed into law as 2011 WI Act 9.
· SB-14 Bonus Depreciation had a hearing in the Senate on April 21.  This bill adopts, for state income and franchise tax purposes, recent changes to federal law related to a depreciation allowance for certain property. Under the bill, generally, a taxpayer may take a depreciation deduction equal to 100% of the adjusted basis of qualified property for property placed in service after September 8, 2010, and before January 1, 2012. A taxpayer may take a 50% depreciation deduction for such property placed in service after December 31, 2011, and before January 1, 2013.  [Legislative Notification Service]

· Senator Glenn Grothman said he will introduce a budget amendment, or if necessary a separate bill, that would essentially eliminate the corporate income tax for manufacturers by establishing a credit equal to 7.5% of profits from manufacturing.  He is limiting it to manufacturing because the $50 million impact on state tax receipts might be more bearable than a larger tax cut.  [WMC briefing]
Transportation:

AJR-31 / SJR-23 Transportation Fund Constitutional Amendment was introduced on April 19 and a hearing was held in the Assembly on April 26 and in the Senate on May 10.  It also unanimously passed an Assembly committee on May 10 and a Senate committee on the same day. The Senate passed its version on May 17 and the Assembly concurred on the same day. 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 Notification Service]
FEDERAL

Economy:
Once-ailing manufacturers are enjoying a robust rebound as cost-saving moves from job cuts to a greater reliance on technology help drive stronger-than-forecast growth. The shift has helped set the stage for a potential 'manufacturing renaissance,' says James Paulsen, chief investment strategist at Minneapolis-based Wells Capital Management. Bloomberg adds that investors' confidence in the industry is evident in the Industrial Select Sector SPDR Fund (XLI), an exchange-traded fund made up mostly of manufacturers," which "has climbed 37 percent since Dec. 31, 2009.”  [Bloomberg]
Education:

President Obama has made a push to reauthorize the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)—also known as No Child Left Behind (NCLB).  The US Chamber says the administration and Congress should improve NCLB while not abandoning accountability. Following are some of the Chamber’s principles for ESEA reauthorization: rigorous accountability provisions that are clear, transparent, and include all students and schools; real choices for students and parents; recognition and rewards for effective teachers and principals.  Perhaps the biggest concern among education reform advocates and the Chamber is the possibility that a new law would restart the accountability clock, thereby allowing schools to avoid making needed improvements. NCLB calls for all students to be on grade level in reading and math by 2014. The Chamber believes that students would be ill-served if Congress allows schools currently identified for improvement under NCLB to escape accountability.  [US Chamber release]

Elections:

· The administration is circulating an executive order that would require companies seeking government contracts to disclose contributions they make to groups that air political advertisements. The draft order follows last year’s Supreme Court decision that struck down a federal law banning companies and unions from using money from their general treasuries to support or oppose political candidates. After the ruling, Obama urged Congress to pass legislation requiring additional disclosures to limit the impact of anonymous political spending. Senate Republican Leader Mitch McConnell on April 20 said Obama’s executive order was “outrageous.”  “No White House should be able to review your political party affiliation before deciding if you’re worthy of a government contract,” the Kentucky senator said in a statement.  Senate Republicans last September blocked that chamber from voting on legislation that would have required corporations and unions to disclose spending on political advertising.  [Politico]

· US Senator Herb Kohl announced he will not run for another term in office in 2012.  Republican Paul Ryan said he was not interested in running and Republican former governor Tommy Thompson said he might run.  Former Democratic US Senator Russ Feingold and Milwaukee mayor Tom Barrett appear not to be interested.  Other Democrats being discussed include Reps. Tammy Baldwin and Ron Kind and former Rep. Steve Kagen. [Kohl release, Politico]
Energy:

· In a setback for environmentalists, the Supreme Court signaled Tuesday that it would throw out a huge global warming lawsuit brought by California and five other states that seeks limits on carbon pollution from coal-fired power plants in the South and Midwest.  Encouraged by the Obama administration's top courtroom lawyer, the justices said the problem of regulating greenhouse gases should be left to the Environmental Protection Agency. It is too complex and unwieldy to be handled by a single federal judge acting on a "public nuisance" lawsuit, some of them said.  A defeat for the lawsuit would put more pressure on the administration and the EPA to enforce limits on carbon pollution in the face of strong opposition from congressional Republicans, environmental advocates said.  Four years ago, the justices cleared the way for the EPA to regulate greenhouse gases under the Clean Air Act. Since then, the government has adopted stricter standards for new motor vehicles, which take effect next year. But regulation of power plants has stalled. The agency says it will propose new rules in July.  All the while, the states have pressed ahead with their suit against five large power producers. It began in 2004 during the time when the Bush administration maintained that it had no authority to tackle global warming.  Lawyers for California, Connecticut, New York, Rhode Island, Vermont and Iowa, as well as New York City, sued the power plants that were responsible for 10% of the nation's carbon emissions. They said these gases were causing the globe to heat up, posing a threat to U.S. coastal communities and to crops in the heartland. It asked for a judge to impose limits on the emissions.  Four more states — Illinois, Maryland, Massachusetts and North Carolina — endorsed the suit when it reached the high court. But 23 other states, led by Indiana, said the suit posed a "political question" that should not be resolved by a judge.  [LA Times]
· Republican Rep. Reid Ribble suggested that Congress should consider ending federal tax breaks for the highly profitable oil and gas industry.  Ribble said, "We need to be looking at all those things to make sure that our tax policies are fair.  Given the extraordinary financial stress our country is under, those loopholes, the tax subsidies, need to be revamped," Ribble said. He added that the oil and gas industry "is a very mature industry. They're able to stand on their own two feet. They don't need to be getting tax credits and subsidies from the taxpayers.” Ribble said he feels the same about subsidies for the ethanol industry. He said both should be part of a broader discussion on energy policy that would foster boosting domestic exploration. All tax subsidies would come under review under the Republican 2012 budget plan, Ribble said. The plan also would modify the tax code for individuals and corporations.  When Ribble first announced his position he became one of a handful of Republicans who had publicly gone against GOP orthodoxy by suggesting that oil and gas tax subsidies be scrapped.  "I know I'm out of sync with some of my Republican brethren," Ribble said, "but that's OK. All tax subsidies ought to be up for review."  Soon after this, House Speaker John Boehner, R-Ohio, sent shock waves through the Republican establishment when he likewise suggested that oil and gas subsidies should be on the table in the budget debate.  [Gannett]
· Nearly three dozen Democrats signed on to a bill passed on May 5 that would expedite oil and gas lease sales in the Gulf of Mexico and off the Virginia coast that have been delayed or canceled since last year’s BP oil spill disaster. Still, that probably won’t spur any action in the Senate or break the overall partisan gridlock on soaring gas prices.  A second pro-drilling bill that would give the Interior Department 60 days to decide on drilling permits in the Gulf of Mexico was passed on May 10 (263-163), and a third is on tap that would open much of the Atlantic, Pacific and Arctic shorelines to new oil and gas exploration and would force the administration to advance a five-year lease plan to advance a goal to produce 3 million barrels of domestic oil a day by 2027. The White House said the bills undercut the administration’s efforts to shore up safety and environmental standards for drilling as a result of last year’s oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, but stopped short of a veto threat because they are unlikely to be able to overcome a Senate filibuster.  Also on May 5, House Democrats released their own plan to eliminate an estimated $32 billion in tax incentives for the five major oil companies over the next 10 years (rejected on May 17 by the Senate 52-48). The plan includes repealing the Section 199 tax credit for oil and gas producers. The House Democratic blueprint also continues a long-sought effort to address federal offshore oil and gas drilling leases in 1998 and 1999 that erroneously does not require companies to pay their usual royalties.  Legislation empowering the Federal Trade Commission and state attorneys general to institute civil and criminal penalties for fuel price gouging is in the blueprint, as is a plan authorizing the president to release 30 million barrels of oil and replace it with refined products within five years. It would also give the president authority to draw down from the Strategic Petroleum Reserve to combat alleged manipulation in the oil futures market that has helped drive up prices. [Politico, Free Enterprise Weekly, NYTimes, The Hill.com]
Environment:

In April, the EPA issued new regulations requiring power plants using coal or fuel oil to reduce emissions of mercury and other hazardous pollutants by 91%. The ultimate effect of the regulations could mean a shift to natural gas by many power plants.  A number of groups voiced their opposition over the new regulations, including the Electric Reliability Coordinating Council. According to the group, in addition to the numerous other regulations issued by the EPA, the new mercury regulations will force utilities to invest heavily in new technology or require new construction, which will drive up energy costs.  [Hamilton Consulting]

Finance:
According to the Wall St. Journal, 62% of the rules called for in the Dodd-Frank financial reform law have yet to be proposed, let alone enacted. CFTC commissioner Scott O'Malia says, "The reality is, we're not going to complete all the work in the timetable Congress set."   U.S. Senate Republicans told President Barack Obama on May 5 they will block any nominee to lead the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau unless Democrats agree to change the agency's structure and funding. [Wall St. Journal, Bloomberg]
Health Care:

President Obama threatened on May 2 to fight or veto three moves afoot in the House to hobble the health care reform law: H.R. 3 that aims to prevent the use of federal dollars to pay for abortions, H.R. 1213 that takes money away from new health insurance exchanges, and H.R. 1214 that would repeal the Affordable Care Act's school-based health center construction grants. The bills were being marked up late on May 2 by the House Rules Committee in preparation for floor action.  [The National Journal]
Labor & Workplace:

Because of the 'contentious' move by the National Labor Relation Board (NLRB) to prevent Boeing from opening a plant in South Carolina, three Republican senators have introduced legislation to protect right-to-work laws. Sens. Lamar Alexander, Lindsey Graham, and Jim DeMint unveiled the Job Protection Act that would prevent the NLRB from blocking a company from moving jobs to another location, guarantee employers the ability to decide where to conduct business, and protect employers' ability to discuss the costs associated with unionization without fear of an anti-union discrimination claim. According to the article, the legislators accused the NLRB and unions of "stifling" and "damaging" work in states.  [Daily Caller]
Regulation:

President Barack Obama said his administration will propose in the next few weeks eliminating a package of federal rules and regulations to cut the burden on U.S. businesses.  Obama didn’t disclose how many regulations might be eliminated or what areas of the economy may be affected. He cited only one example: reducing the amount of paperwork on loans arranged through the Small Business Administration. Obama in January ordered a review aimed at removing or overhauling regulations that stifle economic expansion without helping consumers. The rules were targeted after consultations with groups such as the Business Roundtable and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, he said.  [Bloomberg]

Taxation & Budget:

· H.R. 4 Small Business Paperwork Mandate Elimination Act of 2011 (1099 Repeal) was signed into law April 14, 2011.
· Freedom to Invest Act of 2011 was introduced May 11. It would temporarily lower tax barriers to encourage American companies with earnings overseas to bring those dollars back to the U.S. for investment. Currently, more than $1 trillion in capital earned by American companies and workers is stranded overseas because of the tax laws, sponsors pointed out. "Why, in this weak economic recovery, would we not act now to bring back $1 trillion in stranded U.S. profits back to America for investment?" said Rep. Kevin Brady (R-TX) the vice chairman and top Republican on the Joint Economic Committee and a senior member of the House Ways and Means Committee. “This is about creating jobs, expanding U.S. businesses and strengthening American companies.” At 35 percent, the U.S. has one of the developed world's highest corporate tax rates and a complicated tax structure, the lawmakers pointed out. It is currently to a company's advantage to keep those profits overseas. The Freedom to Invest Act allows the “repatriation” of those profits at a time when private investment and job growth are needed to strengthen the U.S.'s fragile economic recovery.  A similar law passed in 2004 resulted in an inflow of $312 billion in private capital that likely would have stayed abroad otherwise.  The legislation also includes a disincentive designed to discourage American companies from repatriating earnings at the lower rate and reducing their workforce.  However, the Obama administration opposes the repatriation tax holiday. Assistant Treasury Secretary for Tax Policy Michael Mundaca wrote in a blog post on the Treasury Department’s Web site in March that when the idea was tried in 2004, it did little to create jobs. Mundaca noted that just five companies got over one-quarter of the tax benefits of the repatriation holiday, and just 15 firms received more than 50 percent of the benefits. The cost of a new repatriation tax holiday could cost up to $30 billion. “To pay for giving this large tax cut once again to a small group of U.S. companies without increasing the deficit, we would have to raise taxes on other U.S. businesses,” Mundaca noted.  Some labor unions have joined business groups in backing the bill. [Accounting Today]
· House Republicans voted April 15 to adopt a budget blueprint that would cut federal spending by $5.8 trillion over the next decade and fundamentally change the popular Medicare program for people under age 55, a move that represents the party’s biggest political wager since winning a House majority in November.  The resolution sets a spending target of $1.9 trillion for the 2012 fiscal year which starts October 1.  That is nearly 3% lower than the$1.050 trillion that Congress passed in April for the current fiscal year.  It would cut $771 billion from Medicaid over the next 10 years and transform the program into a system of block grants to states that give them more discretion and flexibility.  Medicare would be cut $30 billion over 10 years.  It would remain as a fee-for-service system with a guaranteed set of benefits for people now 55 and older but for those younger it would end Medicare’s benefit guarantee in favor of having seniors choose among private health plans with the government subsidizing premium payments with an average payment starting at $8,000 a year, not guaranteed to keep pace with inflation. The measure was approved on a party-line vote of 235-193, with four Republicans joining every Democrat in apposing it.  Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid (D-NV) announced on April 27 that he would schedule a vote on Rep. Paul Ryan’s (R-WI) budget passed by the House as a means of forcing moderate GOP senators to weigh in on the legislation’s controversial proposals. He did not provide a specific date for when that vote will take place. The unified House GOP vote is likely to strengthen the hand of House Speaker John Boehner (R-OH) as he negotiates with Democrats and Senate Republicans on other major fiscal issues, such as the terms on which his caucus would support a measure raising the nation’s debt ceiling. The Treasury said the nation hit the congressionally set debt ceiling of $14.294 trillion on May 16, though financial maneuvers could stave off a default on the debt until August 2.  Republicans are refusing to raise the debt ceiling unless the vote is paired with a deficit-reduction plan. Boehner laid out several goals for any potential deal on the debt limit: He is calling for controls on discretionary spending and altering the nation’s entitlements like Medicare and Medicaid to be attached to the legislation to hike the debt ceiling.  He was noncommittal about holding a vote on that bill before July 4 —a month from the deadline by which Treasury says the U.S. will have defaulted. Top financial executives have alerted Congress, the White House and Treasury that failure to resolve the debt ceiling debate quickly will risk turmoil in the bond market, and that failure to raise the debt limit could plunge the economy back into recession.  After May 16, investors could begin to shun long term US debt, meaning interest rates would rise, which would drive up the government’s borrowing cost and hasten the risk of a default. Standard & Poor's, a leading credit rating firm, served notice on April 18 that there was a 1-in-3 chance that it would lower the now-sterling AAA rating on U.S. debt in the next two years.  S&P said it still considered the U.S. to be worthy of the highest credit rating, but that failure to address mounting budget deficits by 2013 would leave the country's finances "meaningfully weaker" than those of other AAA-rated nations, such as Germany and Singapore.  Because of that risk, S&P reduced its outlook for the U.S. rating to "negative" from "stable." Changing the outlook often is a first step toward cutting a rating.  GOP congressional leaders as well as the president have issued pledges to get the ceiling raised in a timely fashion.  The change in Washington's political climate appeared to stem from a growing recognition on both sides that failure to raise the debt ceiling and offer at least the possibility of a less partisan approach to the overall deficit problem could have severely damaging consequences for the economy — and for politicians.  [Wall St. Journal, Los Angeles Times, Huffington Post, Bloomberg]
· A bipartisan group of six senators is closing in on what could represent the best chance for tackling a deficit crisis that has forced the government to borrow more than 40 cents of every dollar it spends. Their plan, still a work in progress, would reduce borrowing by up to $4 trillion over the next decade by putting the two parties' sacred cows on the chopping block. Republicans would have to agree to higher taxes while Democrats would have to accept cuts in popular benefit programs such as Medicare, Medicaid and maybe even Social Security.  There is urgency to their work.  Most Republicans and some Democrats in Congress have said they will not vote to increase the government's ability to borrow without some action addressing the nation's long-term debt. Despite opposition from top leaders in both parties, the Senate's Gang of Six is banking on support from many of the 64 senators who wrote President Barack Obama in March urging him to support a comprehensive deficit reduction effort.  The six, three from each party, are Sens. Mark Warner (D-VA) Dick Durbin (D-IL), the second-ranking Democratic leader, and Kent Conrad (D-ND) the Budget Committee chairman, Tom Coburn (R-OK), Mike Crapo (R-ID) and Saxby Chambliss (R-GA).  The group includes four members of Obama's deficit commission, and its recommendations are expected to closely track the commission's plan for $3 in spending cuts for every $1 in tax revenue increases over the coming decade. The plan by Obama's deficit commission, which the president did not endorse, would have nearly frozen the Pentagon's budget and cut spending at most domestic agencies. It called for gradually raising the retirement age for full Social Security benefits to 69 and curbing future cost-of-living increases. The full retirement age is currently 66, and is gradually increasing to 67 for people born in 1960 or later.  Income tax rates would fall, paid for by scaling back dozens of popular tax breaks, including deductions for mortgage interest and charitable contributions. Premiums for employer provided health insurance, which are now tax exempt, would be taxed eventually. "A Republican plan will not pass. A Democratic plan will not pass," Chambliss said. "It is going to require locking arms and jumping off the building together."   [AP]

Trade:

The Obama administration’s top trade official said April 20 he is optimistic about passage of new free-trade agreements with South Korea, Colombia and Panama, but the pacts would be submitted to Congress separately and not as a packaged deal, as many Republicans have been urging. A spokesman for Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell, Kentucky Republican, said it is unlikely this technicality will hold up the agreements yet again. The GOP was merely interested in voting on all three. So as long as they are submitted at the same time, they don’t care how they are packaged. There is still some work to be done on all three deals, said Eric Farnsworth, vice president of the Council of the Americas. The White House would like to start discussions with Congress on the details of the agreements soon, so they can send it to Congress in June.  Trade deals with Brazil and India are also of national interest, Mr. Farnsworth said. President Obama has visited both nations recently. “I think those are clearly countries where there’s a real upside to trade,” Mr. Farnsworth said. The three pending agreements would be the first significant free-trade agreements passed under Mr. Obama, who has faced resistance to the trade pacts from a few congressional Democrats and the labor movement.  [Washington Times]

Transportation:
The federal Transportation Department on May 9 announced more than $2 billion in funding for high-speed rail projects nationally, but Wisconsin's application for a portion of that money has been rejected. The state had sought at least $150 million to upgrade the popular Hiawatha rail line between Milwaukee and Chicago. The application followed then Gov.-elect Walker's outspoken opposition to the use of $810 million in rail funding for a proposed line between Madison and Milwaukee; the feds pulled that funding late last year. The current $2 billion in grants comes out of a high-speed rail project rejected by Florida. Fifteen states, including all of Wisconsin's neighbors, received funding in today's announcement.  [WisPolitics]
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