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LOCAL

Downtown Green Bay:

On January 10 the Redevelopment Authority reaffirmed support and made minor changes in a plan to fund a mixed-use residential project at Larsen Green on Broadway.  General Capital Group in December agreed to buy the former vegetable processing plant buildings and convert them to a mixture of apartments and commercial spaces, investing $12 million. [Press-Gazette]
Economic Development:

Family doctors are expected to be in short supply across the country, and the Medical College of Wisconsin says creating a campus in northeastern Wisconsin could help keep physicians in the region.  Green Bay is one of the locations in the state the college is considering as a site to train primary care physicians. The college dean and president met recently with local officials, and the school is looking into the feasibility of expansion. Doors for a small Green Bay campus could open in 2015 if the project moves forward.  The program would work closely with Green Bay's four hospitals, as well as local colleges and universities, school officials said. Students would complete their studies in Green Bay, including their medical residency, or graduate medical training.  [Gannett]
Economy:

· The unemployment rate for the Green Bay area dropped in November to 6.4% from 6.5% in October, according to the Department of Workforce Development; that’s down from 6.8% in the previous November for the Metropolitan Statistical Area which includes Brown, Kewaunee and Oconto counties.  The state’s overall unemployment rate dropped from 7.7% to 7.3% in a month.  [Press-Gazette]

· In another sign of economic recovery, the sales tax distribution for 2011 was the second highest in the 11 year history of the Lambeau Field Stadium District and 6.27% higher than 2010.  [Press-Gazette]
Government Efficiency and Cooperation:

Green Bay Mayor Jim Schmitt on January 10 called for the Redevelopment Authority to adopt a $20 million plan for expanding the KI Convention Center.  The plan involves $11.8 million in county hotel tax revenue and $8 million from the city through a variety of mechanisms, including naming rights, management fees and tax increment finance funding.  The plan also calls for $5 million from the county, funded by excess revenue from the current 8% hotel room tax.  It is presumed the county would bond for the $5 million, which might be difficult to get through the county board. The rest of the county’s contribution would come from a part of a proposed 25% increase in the hotel room tax—moving from 8 to 10%. The 77,950 SF expansion would make KI the fifth largest convention center in the state, up from 12th and the city estimates it would provide a 12-to-1 return on investment.  The RDA endorsed the deal, but the city Finance Committee voted to instead recommend earmarking the 25% hotel tax increase to support the Greater Green Bay Convention & Visitors Bureau.  Schmitt’s plan calls for splitting the $1 million-a-year tax increase between the convention bureau and the KI project.  The Room Tax Commission on January 11 endorsed the increase from 8% to 10% but called for the entire increase to go to the CVB.  The City Council voted in favor of the mayor’s plan on January 16.  The Executive committee of the Brown County Board voted January 12 to delay bringing the issue to the full board for another month.. [Press-Gazette]
  
People:

Brown County District Attorney John Zakowski was appointed on December 21 to serve as a Brown County Circuit Court judge, filling the term vacated by J.D. McKay, who retired in December. Zakowski will have to run in April to retain the seat.  Governor Scott Walker is now accepting applications for appointment to fill the spot created by the February 2 retirement of Judge Sue Bischel. [Press-Gazette]
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.
· AB-129 Jobs Now Fund for Venture Capital was touted as a priority for state lawmakers when they headed back to the floor for the fall session. But Wisconsin's venture capital legislation still has not passed.  Disagreements between the houses of the state Legislature mean it will be difficult to pass a long-debated venture capital bill in this session. The bill provides funding for the entire investing spectrum, from mentoring and incubating start-ups to later stage funding, said Sen. Alberta Darling (R-River Hills). It has stalled because, until recently, Assembly Republicans insisted on including CAPCOs, out-of-state financial firms whose participation in a $50 million state program that started in 1999 has raised concerns. John Jagler, a spokesman for Assembly Speaker Jeff Fitzgerald (R-Horicon), said Assembly Republicans are no longer insisting on CAPCOs. The three Assembly Republicans working on the bill have sent their version back for drafting and are using a version of the bill in the state Senate as a foundation for their changes, Jagler said.  Senate Majority Leader Scott Fitzgerald (R-Juneau) said there aren't yet enough votes for a bill to pass the Senate, but he believes he can get them. However, Republican senators still need to discuss the proposals in detail, he said.  Sen. Tim Cullen (D-Janesville) said he won't "have to work" to get support from some Senate Democrats.  "I can think of three or four now that are comfortable with it, and hopefully more," Cullen said.  Cullen, Darling and other state senators have said they will not allow passage of a bill that offers a role for CAPCOs.  A bill that would have the state investing as an equal partner with private investors in venture and angel funds - with no role for CAPCOs - has support from senators in both parties, Cullen and Darling said. They said they are committed to trying to forge a compromise with Assembly lawmakers.  Wisconsin has 1.84% of the nation's population, but companies here receive just 0.55% of the venture capital, said Zach Brandon, director of the Wisconsin Angel Network. If the state were receiving a percentage of the venture capital proportionate with its population, it would have 259,215 venture-created jobs rather than the 60,156 venture-backed jobs he estimates it has, Brandon said.  Wisconsin has an abundance of ideas fueled by 2.11% of the nation's patent filings, 2.15% of its academic research spending, and a robust early-stage financing infrastructure, so there is an urgency to passing the venture capital legislation, said Tom Still, president of the Wisconsin Technology Council.  [WI State Journal, Journal Sentinel]
Communication:

· SS AB-14 / SS SB-13 Telecommunications Regulation Reform signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 22. 
Consumers:

· SS SB-14 Interest Rates on Judgments signed into law as 2011 WI Act 69.
Economy:

· The number of private sector jobs in Wisconsin dropped in November for the fifth straight month, even as the state's unemployment rate improved.  The December 15 report from the state Department of Workforce Development shows that 14,600 jobs, including 11,700 in the private sector, were lost in November. At the same time the unemployment rate dropped from 7.7 percent to 7.3 percent.  The department also is revising job loss numbers for October from the preliminary estimate of 9,700 to 2,400.  [Gannett]
· On January 9 Gov. Scott Walker unveiled the initial phases of the Wisconsin Working plan (see: http://www.thewheelerreport.com/releases/January12/0109/0109walkerreport.pdf ) he says will help match the unemployed with businesses looking for workers who have the right skills to fill open jobs.  The initiative will include doubling the number of job fairs in the state, creating a council composed of legislators, educators and employers to recommend ways to improve student readiness for college and careers, designing shorter degree programs for jobs  with high demand for workers, expanding dual enrollment and credit opportunities to allow high school students to earn college credits and training credits, and increasing the number of Department of Workforce Development staffers who are focused on helping the unemployed re-enter the workforce with skills needed to fill open jobs.  [AP]
Education:

Incoming kindergartners should be screened for reading ability, new teachers should pass a literacy skills test to be licensed, and private child care centers should be rated for teaching young children to read.  Those are some key recommendations of a statewide reading task force, Gov. Scott Walker and state Superintendent of Public Instruction Tony Evers announced January 4.  The task force's report also recommended enhancing professional development opportunities for teachers and creating a public-private partnership to rally businesses and nonprofit organizations around the goal of ensuring all children can read by third grade.  Though Wisconsin's high school graduation rate remains one of the highest in the nation, reading test scores have stagnated over the last two decades, the report notes. According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress, Wisconsin ranked second behind Maine in 1994 on fourth-grade reading tests, but by 2011 ranked 16th.  The state also has a significant gap in reading scores related to race and low-income status. The report recommends the state require summer school for struggling students in early grades.  Some of the recommendations — such as creating the public-private partnership and changing the rating system for the Department of Children and Families' YoungStar system — will require changes in state law. Sen. Luther Olsen, R-Ripon, and Rep. Steve Kestell, R-Elkhart Lake, who chair the Legislature's education committees, said they would take up the changes this session. The state is also developing new teacher evaluation and school accountability systems, and the report recommends an emphasis on reading in both. For example, schools struggling with reading proficiency should be required to add new programs and assessments, it says.  Walker included $1.2 million in the current biennial budget for the reading initiative.   Olsen said the money would be best spent on ensuring a kindergartner literacy test is consistent across the state.  The kindergarten screening recommendation would require some changes in law, but the goal is to have it in place as soon as possible, Department of Public Instruction spokesman Patrick Gasper said.  The department also will require starting in the 2013-14 school year that all prospective elementary and special education teachers take a literacy skills test used in Massachusetts.  "This test will make teaching of reading more rigorous for our teachers," Evers said.  [WI State Journal]
Elections:

· AB-7 / SB-6 Voter ID signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 23.

· SB-115, SB-116 Changing Election Dates signed into law as 2011 WI Act 75. 
· SB-148, SB-149 State and Congressional Redistricting were signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Acts 43 and 44.
· SB-150 Redistricting Process was signed into law as 2011 WI Act 39. 

· An extensive court-ordered review of signatures submitted to recall Gov. Scott Walker and five others will take longer than the planned 60 days and require the state to invest $100,000 in new software, the head of the state board charged with that process said January 12.  Government Accountability Board Director Kevin Kennedy said it was not clear exactly how much longer the review will take under the more stringent verification process ordered by a judge last week.  With a 60-day review and a primary - assuming no other delays caused by lawsuits or other action - the general election would not have taken place until late May. A longer review process could push an election into June or later.  Walker, Lt. Gov. Rebecca Kleefisch and four Republican state senators are being targeted for recall by a coalition of groups including organized labor and the Democratic Party. The hope is to have all qualifying recall elections on the same date, but that depends on individual challenges, said GAB spokesman Reid Magney.  Former Dane County Executive Kathleen Falk announced on January 18 that she will seek to defeat Governor Walker, a day after recall organizers filed what they say was more than 1 million petition signatures to force Walker into a recall election. [AP, WI State Journal]
Energy:

· AB-114 / SB-81 Hydroelectric Power Caps was signed into law as 2011 WI Act 34.
Environment:

· LRB-2700 Wind Energy: In the latest strike at wind energy in Wisconsin, Sen. Frank Lasee, R-DePere, is proposing legislation to allow local communities to set their own requirements for siting wind turbines instead of adhering to a statewide standard.  The measure would allow cities, towns or villages to establish their own rules regarding how close wind towers could be erected to homes or other structures.  Lasee's bill could potentially clear the way for final implementation of controversial wind siting rules approved by the Public Service Commission in 2010.  Those new rules -- PSC 128 -- were put on hold by the Republican-controlled Legislature last March in response to complaints from some rural homeowners and real estate interests. PSC 128 says local governments cannot impose requirements that are more restrictive than the state's wind siting rules.  Lasee's bill would not completely supersede PSC 128. Rather, it would require the commission to also consider local ordinances when approving wind installations.   But green energy advocate Michael Vickerman of Renew Wisconsin says the bill opens the door for regulators to block smaller wind installations.  The PSC already has siting jurisdiction over wind energy systems that generate more than 100 megawatts of electricity and utility-owned wind energy systems of any size. PSC 128 was drafted to help settle disputes over smaller projects that were previously subject only to local ordinances.  Read the bill draft here: http://betterplan.squarespace.com/win-siting-council-documents/11-2700.pdf [WI State Journal]

· SS AB-10 / SS SB-10 Wetland Exemption for Packers signed into law as 2011 WI Act 6.
· AB-426 / SB-368 Iron Mining had hearings in the Assembly on December 14 and January 11 and an Assembly vote is expected on January 26.  The Senate Natural Resources and Environment Committee held a hearing on January 12.  The 183-page legislation would require the DNR to approve or deny an iron mine application within 360 days, eliminate challenges to DNR permitting decisions along the way and limit who can sue over permit violations. It also would ease standards for water withdrawals and redirect half of a state tax on ore sales that currently is earmarked for municipalities near mines back to the state.  The bill could mean additional costs for the state Department of Natural Resources ranging from $550,000 to $3.8 million per year, according to a DNR analysis.  It also caps at $1.1 million the amount that a mining company could be asked to reimburse the DNR for costs associated with the application approval process.  Most of the expenses are associated with reviewing mine permits, a process that involves studying the effects a mine could have on air, water and threatened species. The analysis did not include long-term costs, such as oversight while the mine is in use and monitoring after the mine is closed.  The analysis broke costs down into the following three categories:
— Pre-application and permitting costs: $150,000 to $800,000 per year.

— DNR staff costs: $50,000 to $300,000 per year.

— Environmental-impact studies performed by a contractor: $350,000 to $2.7 million per year.  
The legislation stems from Gogebic Taconite's plans for an iron mine in the Penokee Hills just south of Lake Superior.  Supporters insist the mine will be an economic boon, creating hundreds of good-paying jobs that will re-energize the impoverished region. However, environmentalists and tribal leaders worry the mine will contaminate one of the most pristine regions in the state.  The first phase of Gogebic Taconite's plans calls for mining a 4-1/2 mile stretch of the hills near Mellen, a city of about 900 people just south of the reservation for the Bad River Band of Lake Superior. Company officials say that phase likely will last at least 35 years, generating about $1.4 billion in state and local tax revenue, creating 700 jobs for people in the area and 2,000 ancillary jobs for the region's service and transportation industries.  Conservationists say the mine would pollute one of the areas. The Bad River in particular fear the mine would contaminate the sensitive sloughs where they hold their traditional rice harvests.  Company officials have suspended their plans, though, saying they want assurances from legislators of a definite end point in the state Department of Natural Resources mine permitting process, which can take years to complete. [Daily Reporter, WI State Journal]
· Rep. Klenke wrote the following after attending the mining hearing: “After listening to testimony, although unscientific, my sense is that a majority of Wisconsin’s citizens believe that mining should proceed PROVIDED IT CAN BE DONE RESPONSIBLY. There are many, and clearly this is the position of Wisconsin’s Tribal nations and its people, that believe no development is worth disruption or potential pollution of the environment.”  Summarizing the arguments of the opponents, he said they say:

I’m not against mining, just this legislation. Regarding the legislation, concern was raised by (1) presumptive approval of a permit if the DNR fails to act within 360 days from the date the completed application is submitted, (2) the 360 day time limit, (3) the removal of contested case hearings from current mining legislation, (4) elimination of $150,000 of fees to local governments from the applicant, (5) a maximum fee of $1.1M to cover the DNR’s cost to process the mining application, (6) the allowance of wetland mitigation, (7) the potential for limiting coordination with federal agencies that are not required to act timely, (8) the determination of what constitutes a complete application, (9) exemption from applicable flood plane laws and, (10) the iron deposit may be surrounded by sulphides which may still pollute making Wisconsin’s current law valuable.
No Mine … Period! Key points of controversy surrounded either the mine itself or the proposed legislation. Regarding the mine, concerns focused on (1) the potential for pollution of the water, (2) the long-term effects on ground water as well as the surrounding watershed from the mine’s apparent unlimited use of water, (3) the destruction of wetlands within the permit area, (4) the effects on habitat, (5) the overall perception that the mine will disrupt a preferred lifestyle, (6) the potential damage to tourism in Northern Wisconsin and, (7) the economic “bust” that follows when the ore is exhausted.
Rep. Klenke also wrote that the economic impact is significant: The economic benefits include the one time construction jobs during the two year construction period, the minimum 700 direct mining jobs with salary and benefits approximating $80,000/annually, and an estimated two thousand indirect jobs to serve both the mine and others that support the mine. Annual state and local tax revenue is expected to exceed $17M annually at minimum production levels.  The economic report by Northstar Economics, Inc. can be found here: http://www.gogebictaconite.com/News/GTAC%20Impact%20FINAL.pdf 

· AB-463 / SB-368 Wetlands Development had a hearing on January 10 and 18 in the Assembly and January 13 in the Senate.  It would ease the approval process by creating permit timelines and creating more opportunities to offset the impact of development on wetlands.  Republican sponsors said the new regulations would make it easier for businesses to set up in the state.  The bill replaces the state's water quality certification for wetlands with general and individual wetland permits.   General permits could be issued for residential, commercial or agricultural projects that affect less than 10,000 square feet of wetlands. However, the DNR could require an individual permit if there is an indication that the site requires "additional restrictions" to prevent adverse impacts. General permits include a presumptive approval trigger; individual permits do not. Current state law requires the applicant to prove they've considered all "practicable alternatives" to discharging in a wetlands site. Under the new bill, the definition of those alternatives is limited to the area of the discharge itself or those areas adjacent to the site. The bill also establishes timelines for both permits. In the case of a general permit, the DNR has 30 days to notify the applicant of the need for an individual permit. If no notification is made in that time frame, the application is approved as a general permit. In the case of an individual permit, DNR must deem the application complete or incomplete within 30 days. If it is incomplete, they may ask for further information. Once that information is provided, the agency must deem the application complete within 10 days. A decision on the application must be rendered between 20 to 30 days after the end of the public comment period, depending on whether a hearing has been called. The bill would also establish an "in lieu fee subprogram," in which permit holders could make payments to the DNR or another entity for the purpose of "restoring, enhancing, creating or preserving" wetlands. Any wetlands benefiting from the program must be open to the public for activities such as hunting, fishing or hiking.  The Wisconsin Wetlands Association said it could not support the first draft of the bill but that its “concerns are easily addressed.”  Its recommendations are detailed at: http://www.thewheelerreport.com/releases/January12/0106/0106wwa.pdf   [WisPolitics, WWA release]

Government Cooperation:

· AB-179 Multijurisdictional TIF signed into law as 2011WI Act 77.
Health Care:

· SS AB-2 / SS SB-2 Health Savings Accounts signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 1.
· AB-210 Implementing Health Care Reform passed Assembly.  On December 22 Governor Scott Walker said he was putting on hold the state's planning to create a so-called health exchange, a marketplace for individuals and small businesses to buy insurance coverage under the federal law passed last year.  The governor has consistently opposed the federal law, but his position on the exchange is new. Previously, Walker had said that he wanted the state to develop its own plan for an exchange so Wisconsin would have more control over how the law is implemented.  Under the law, the state must prove to the federal government by Jan. 1, 2013, that the state is prepared to implement its own exchange plan. Otherwise, the federal government will impose its own plan when the exchanges start in 2014.  But on December 19, the U.S. Supreme Court scheduled for the end of March several days of oral arguments to examine whether the law is constitutional. The governor denied that he was bowing to pressure from conservatives such as state Sen. Frank Lasee (R-De Pere) who have said that Walker was seeking to implement "Obamacare."  Lasee had pledged to block legislation implementing the federal law in the Senate Committee on Insurance and Housing, which he chairs. He praised Walker for his decision halting work on the exchanges.  He said he believed Walker's stance would mean the state would be giving up a $38 million federal grant given to Wisconsin to help implement an exchange.  A Walker spokesman said the administration was examining what to do with the grant.  Walker’s decision could give the federal government greater influence over the state's health insurance market, and that worries some in the industry.  There's a risk in halting the work on the exchanges until the Supreme Court rules: If the law is upheld, the state would have only about six months to put together a plan.  Whether that can be done in that time frame is a question. It also is a concern for health insurance companies. One worry is that health insurers would face stricter regulations from the federal government than from the state Office of Free Market Health Care.  The Office of Free Market Health Care has said it backs a "free-market, consumer-driven approach" for the state's exchange. Consumer advocates have already criticized the working groups set up to advise the state, saying they are dominated by representatives of insurance companies and brokers.  Walker’s decision could be seen as a bet that the revamping of the health insurance market under federal health care reform won't happen. Under this scenario, the Supreme Court would declare the entire law unconstitutional - not just the provision that requires nearly everyone to have health insurance - or a Republican candidate would win the presidency in 2012 and be able to stop the law from being implemented.  Walker contends the state still can put together an exchange by the end of next year if the law is upheld.  But that would require the state to make a slew of quick decisions, ranging from arcane details on how to determine the actuarial value of the health plans to what information to provide consumers.  Another potential obstacle is that the state may need to pass legislation to set up an exchange. That would require a special session of the Legislature if the law is upheld.  A lengthy debate on that legislation could further delay work on the exchange. Whether the Walker administration could get lawmakers to pass legislation is also a question. [Journal Sentinel]

· With a year-end deadline run out, the state won't automatically move to drop health care coverage for tens of thousands of low-income adults as previously expected, Gov. Scott Walker said December 22.  A law the governor and GOP legislators enacted says the state must drop 53,000 adults from health care coverage in July if the federal government doesn't act by Dec. 31 to approve the Walker administration's plan to cut more than a half-billion dollars from health programs such as BadgerCare Plus.  In a December letter, President Barack Obama's administration gave preliminary approval to parts of that proposal but said it wouldn't be able to decide on other aspects of the plan until next year.  Walker said he would be open to making a deal with federal officials on a plan and then changing state law so the 53,000 adults wouldn't be dropped. The federal Department of Health and Human Services has told Wisconsin officials that it would allow the state to raise monthly premiums for some adults on BadgerCare Plus but will need an unspecified amount of time to consider other changes, particularly those affecting children.  [Journal Sentinel]

· A letter released January 3 to lawmakers from Dennis Smith, secretary of the state Department of Health Services, said the state has reduced a projected $554 million Medicaid budget shortfall to $232 million. Enrollment is rising slower than expected, and costs per patient are lower, he said. But officials don't plan to scale back proposed cuts to BadgerCare and other health programs for the poor.  Advocates said the good budget news, coupled with a $25 million federal bonus last week, means the state should drop most of the cuts.  The cuts include higher premiums, changes in eligibility and required shifts to employer insurance for some with state coverage. The changes would cause nearly 65,000 people, nearly half of them children, to leave or be turned away from Medicaid, the nonpartisan Legislative Fiscal Bureau said.  The state also wants to shift 263,000 people into a lower-cost plan with fewer benefits.  Some of the proposals await federal approval. But the federal government authorized some cuts for adults who earn more than a third above the federal poverty level, such as refusing coverage if they can get employer insurance with premiums of less than 9.5 percent of income.  The partial federal approval last month and ongoing negotiations with federal officials mean the state is no longer planning to drop 53,000 adults from coverage this year.  The $7.5 billion-a-year Medicaid program — roughly 60 percent is federal money and 40 percent state money — covers 1.2 million people, or one in five Wisconsin residents.  Smith said in his letter to members of the Joint Finance Committee that "the lower projection represents a change of only 2 percent of the total ... funding in the program."  Smith noted that Gov. Scott Walker's call last week to lift the cap on Family Care, a Medicaid program for the elderly and disabled, would absorb some of the projected savings. The expansion is expected to cost $80 million over two years.  [WI State Journal]
Labor and Workplace:
· SB-23 Pre-emption of Local FMLA Ordinances was signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 16. 
· SB-93 Concealed Carry of Firearms was signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 35. 

· SB-147 Unemployment Benefits was signed into law as 2011 WI Act 42. 

· On January 12 the Unemployment Insurance Advisory Council (UIAC) including labor leaders and management voted unanimously to recommend legislative passage of a bill that would allow Wisconsinites receiving unemployment to take part-time training jobs with employers potentially leading to full-time employment and allowing current job seekers to receive training and demonstrate their skills for potential employers. [Walker release]
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 was signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 21
· AB-4 / SB-7 Auto Insurance signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 14.
· Gov. Scott Walker has authorized state agriculture officials to amend meat inspection rules and allow Wisconsin's specialty meat plants to sell their products across state lines for the first time.  Currently, only meat from plants inspected by the U.S. Department of Agriculture can be sold across state lines. Amending the state rules will incorporate new federal regulations and allow meat from state-inspected plants to be sold across the border.  The rule changes are subject to a public hearing and need final approval from the Legislature. Wisconsin has about 275 state-inspected meat plants and about 145 federally-inspected plants.  Larger meat producers have been able to ship across state lines for years. Their plants are reviewed by federal inspectors, unlike the smaller plants that are checked by state inspectors.  [AP]
State Budget & Spending:

· SS AB-11 / SS SB-11 Public Employee Unions was signed into law as 2011 WI Act 10.
· LRB-1726 Budget Repair was signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 13.  
· AB-148 A “bill to pay the bills” was signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 27. 
· AB-40 / SB-27 2011-13 State Budget was signed into law as 2011 Wisconsin Act 32.
Taxation & Fees:

· SS AB-5 / SS SB-5 Supermajority was signed into law as 2011 WI Act 9. 
· AB-277 / SB-203 Tax Exemption for Adult Dependent Health Insurance Coverage was signed into law as 2011 WI Act 49. 
· SS AB-23 / SS SB-23 DOR Reform signed into law as 2011Act 68.
· Property tax bills on average are going up 0.3 percent statewide this year, according to an initial analysis by the Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance, a nonpartisan organization that studies tax issues.  It attributes the “nearly flat” trend to the budget changes pushed through by Gov. Scott Walker and the Republican-led Legislature, which cut aid to local governments and set stricter limits on property tax increases.  Individual property tax bills are affected by, for example, a local government’s debt, the amount of new construction in the area and whether voters have approved referenda aimed at boosting school funding.  Faced with a projected $3.6 billion budget shortfall a year ago, Walker proposed a budget that slashed state aid to local governments and school districts.  But the governor and GOP lawmakers also pushed through collective-bargaining changes that limited bargaining to cost-of-living salary increases for most public union employees — a move critics called union busting but that Walker said was intended to give local governments the ability to address budget cuts.  The legislation also required public workers to pay for a higher percentage of their health care and pension plans.  Local officials’ reaction to the budget have been mixed, with some welcoming the flexibility and others concerned about the double whammy of state aid cuts and strict limitations on how much local governments can increase property taxes. [Wisconsin Reporter]

Transportation:

· AJR-31/ SJR-23  Transportation Fund Constitutional Amendment approved by Legislature on first consideration.
FEDERAL

Communications:

· AT&T has ended its $39 billion bid to acquire T-Mobile USA from Deutsche Telekom amid antitrust concerns. AT&T had been scrambling for weeks to save the proposed deal, which would have made it by far the most dominant U.S. wireless carrier.  AT&T pulled its Federal Communications Commission application last month after the regulator came out in opposition to the merger and prepared to call for a potentially nasty public hearing. [CNN]

· U.S. legislation aimed at curbing online piracy, which had appeared to be on a fast track for approval by Congress, appears likely to be scaled back or jettisoned entirely in the wake of critical comments over the weekend from the White House, people familiar with the matter said.  The legislation, known as SOPA in the House of Representatives and PIPA in the Senate, has been a major priority for entertainment companies, publishers, pharmaceutical firms and many industry groups, who say it is critical to curbing online piracy that costs them billions of dollars a year.  The legislation is designed to shut down access to overseas websites that traffic in stolen content or counterfeit goods.  Internet companies have furiously opposed the legislation and have ramped up their lobbying efforts in recent months, arguing the legislation would undermine innovation and free speech rights and compromise the functioning of the Internet.  With public sentiment on the bill shifting in recent weeks and an implicit veto threat now emerging from the White House, Congressional staffers are resigning themselves to writing replacement language or possibly entirely new bills.  Three key section of the existing legislation seem likely to remain, a person familiar with the matter says. They comprise provisions aimed at getting search engines to disable links to foreign infringing sites; provisions that cut off advertising services to those sites; and provisions that cut off payment processing.  But critical provisions that would require Internet service providers such as Verizon Communications and Comcast Corp. to cut off infringing sites through a technology known as DNS blocking are now likely to be eliminated. [Reuters]
Economy:
U.S. employers added more workers to payrolls than forecast in December and the jobless rate declined to an almost three-year low, showing that the labor market gained momentum heading into 2012. The 200,000 increase followed a revised 100,000 rise in November that was smaller than first estimated, the Labor Department said on January 6.   The unemployment rate unexpectedly fell to 8.5 percent, the lowest since February 2009, while hours worked and earnings climbed.   Employers added 1.64 million workers in 2011, the best year for the American worker since 2006, after a 940,000 increase in 2010. Even with the gains, little headway has been made in recovering the 8.75 million jobs lost as a result of the recession that ended in June 2009.  The report also showed a decrease in long-term unemployed Americans. The number of people unemployed for 27 weeks or more fell as a percentage of all jobless, to 42.5 percent from 43.1 percent.   [Bloomberg News]

Energy:

· The likely death of a planned nuclear waste site at Nevada's Yucca Mountain has left federal agencies looking for a possible replacement. A national lab working for the U.S. Department of Energy is now eying granite deposits stretching from Georgia to Maine as potential sites, along with big sections of Minnesota and Wisconsin where that rock is prevalent.  Three decades after the 1982 Nuclear Waste Policy Act said the federal government would handle disposal of high-level radioactive waste, the United States still has no agreed-upon solution for where and how to dispose of about 70,000 metric tons of it. About 10 percent is from the military's nuclear weapons programs; most of the rest is piling up at commercial reactor sites around the country.  Amendments to the law in 1987 designated Yucca Mountain as the only potential site to be studied. But with Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid (D-NV) vehemently opposed, Barack Obama's administration last year directed the Energy Department to withdraw its license application for the site, which was filed with the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission.  While the Obama administration has mothballed Yucca Mountain, no process for selecting another site has been created in federal law. The Yucca license withdrawal also is being challenged in court, which could give a glimmer of hope to the project's supporters.  [AP]
· President Obama on January 18 rejected a Canadian company’s plan to build a US-spanning 1700 mile pipeline to carry oil across six US states to Texas refineries.   Although the Keystone XL Pipeline project promises thousands of temporary construction jobs for the ailing US economy, Obama said a February deadline set by Congress would not allow for a proper review of potential environmental harm from the $7 billion project.  The State Department said that Calgary-based TransCanada can submit a new application once a route through the environmentally sensitive areas of Nebraska is established.  [AP]
Environment:

· The largest remaining source of uncontrolled toxic air pollution in the United States, the nation's coal- and oil-fired power plants, will be forced to reduce their emissions or shut down, under a federal regulation released December 21.  The long-overdue national standards for mercury and other toxic pollutants are the first to be applied to nation's oldest and dirtiest power plants.  About half of the 1,300 coal- and oil-fired units nationwide still lack modern pollution controls, despite the Environmental Protection Agency in 1990 getting the authority from Congress to control toxic air pollution from power plant smokestacks. A decade later, in 2000, the agency concluded it was necessary to clamp down on the emissions to protect public health.  The rule ranks as one of the most expensive in the EPA's history, with an estimated $9.6 billion price tag.  Its release comes after intense lobbying from power producers and criticism from Republicans, who said the rule would threaten jobs and electric reliability and raise electricity prices.  To ease those concerns, the administration will encourage states to make "broadly available" an additional fourth year to comply with the rule, as allowed by the law. Case-by-case extensions could also be granted to address local reliability issues, according to a presidential memorandum to Jackson.  Some in the industry wanted an automatic and longer delay, to ensure that the combination of power plants retiring and those shutting down temporarily to install pollution control equipment would not affect reliability. An AP survey of 55 power plants producers found that more than 32 mostly coal-fired power plants in a dozen states (including a couple of units at Wisconsin Public Service’s Pulliam Plant) would retire because of the regulation issued Wednesday, and another rule aimed at reducing pollution downwind from power plants. The survey found, however, that the power plant retirements alone would not cause homes to go dark. Another 36 power plants may have to shut down because it would be cheaper than complying with the rule. The estimated age of the units retiring or at risk was 51 years.  [Journal Sentinel]

· The US Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit on December 30 suspended the EPA’s Cross State Air Pollution rule intended to regulate soot and smog-forming pollution from power plants that wafts across state lines, just before it was due to take effect on January 1.  The rule was stayed pending the outcome of legal challenges which the three-judge panel said it would hear by April.  The rule, made final in July, affects about 1,000 power plants in more than two dozen states including Wisconsin in the eastern half of the US.  It would have required them to cut emissions of sulfur dioxide by 73% and nitrogen oxide by 54% from 2005 levels by 2014. Those pollutants, along with soot also regulated under the rule, are linked to increased numbers of heart attacks and respiratory illnesses.  [Wall St. Journal]

· Congress has approved $300 million to keep a multi-year program going that is aimed at fixing some of the Great Lakes' biggest environmental problems, from invasive species to river bottoms laced with toxic chemicals.  Funding for the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative was contained in a larger spending bill that cleared the Congress in December.  The measure also will set aside roughly $533 million for loans at little or no interest for states in the region to upgrade leaky sewer systems. The Great Lakes Restoration Initiative began with a 2005 report developed by government agencies, nonprofit groups, Indian tribes and other interests that said the lakes were on the verge of ecological collapse and needed a huge infusion of cash to deal with festering problems.  Among them: invasive species such as zebra and quagga mussels, which gobble plankton that forms the base of aquatic food chains; harbors and river mouths tainted for decades with heavy metals and chemicals; loss of habitat caused by wetland degradation; and water pollution from farm and urban runoff.  Obama promised during his 2008 campaign to seek $5 billion for the program over a decade. Congress appropriated $475 million in 2010 and just under $300 million this year. The newly approved money will continue the program at its current level.  [AP]

· In a case watched closely by energy companies and manufacturers, the Supreme Court heard arguments on January 9 whether to blunt one of the government's chief tools for enforcing the Clean Water Act.  Based on "any information"—even a newspaper article or an anonymous tip—the Environmental Protection Agency can issue an administrative compliance order directing a property owner to stop discharging pollutants or restore a damaged wetland. The government says such directives, similar to stop-work orders by local zoning inspectors, allow it to respond rapidly to prevent environmental damage.  But business groups contend that the EPA acts as a judge and jury, forcing property owners either to comply, often at great expense, or risk penalties of up to $37,500 a day if the agency later obtains a court ruling to enforce its directive.  Challengers say that by issuing compliance orders without first giving property owners a chance to contest them in court, the EPA skirts the federal law and the Fifth Amendment guarantee of due process.  [Wall St. Journal]
Finance:
On January 4 President Obama announced the recess appointment of Ohio’s former attorney general to lead the new Consumer Financial Protection Bureau — and pick the first fight of the new year with congressional Republicans. Obama’s nomination of Richard Cordray to be the CFPB’s new director has been in limbo since it was filibustered in the Senate last month.  Obama said the Republican opposition to Cordray, who, with Elizabeth Warren, helped design the CFPB and accompanied the president from Washington for the announcement of his appointment, had nothing to do with his qualifications.  The White House’s move trumps the GOP’s strategy of keeping the Senate, currently shut down for its holiday recess, technically in session so Obama can’t use his power to fill vacancies.  Senate Republicans’ reactions included attacks on the CFPB’s strong-director format, which they think puts too much power in the hands of a single unelected official at the expense of business. McConnell sidetracked Cordray’s nomination last month to try to wring concessions from the White House to weaken the bureau.  Some on the right suggest Cordray’s recess appointment is unconstitutional and could face a legal challenge.  Cordray’s appointment enables the bureau to flex more of its regulatory muscles. With a director in place, it can now levy penalties as high as $1 million a day for every “unfair, deceptive and abusive” practice.  Without a director in place, the CFPB was unable to regulate nonbank mortgage lenders and servicers and payday lenders.  [Politico]

Health Care:

· The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services announced on December 19 that Bellin Health-ThedaCare Healthcare Partners, a partnership of the hospitals and nearly 700 doctors, is among 32 groups nationwide designated as Accountable Care Organizations (ACO) by The Center for Medicare Services.  The pilot program, authorized by the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act and aimed initially at Medicare fee-for-service recipients, is expected to reduce health care costs and improve care outcomes through close case management, technology and innovation for 24,000 Northeastern Wisconsin Medicare recipients.  The idea is that a single health care provider, Bellin for example, will be responsible for an individual's complete care, regardless of which doctors they see and whether those doctors are in a given network.  One goal of the health care reform act is to make health care costs and outcomes more transparent. Requirements for electronic records implementation will make it easier for doctors and hospitals to share patient information. Those will be key elements to making the program work.  Bellin, ThedaCare and many of the doctors use the same electronic records program, called EPIC, so patient information is readily accessible. The Center for Medicare Services will share patient claims information with the ACOs so they know when patients are seeing doctors outside the network, though it won't provide medical details.  Beginning January 1, those in the plan — Medicare recipients who get care through Medicare Advantage plans are not included — can opt out of all or parts of it, based on information they are willing to have shared. The program differs from HMOs of the 1980s and 1990s in that it doesn't attempt to force members to use only network doctors.  The intent is that ACOs will provide services for less money than the national average. They will get to keep a portion of the difference in addition to receiving traditional Medicare payments.  While about 860,000 Medicare recipients nationwide will be the immediate beneficiaries of the program, it is designed within three years to be introduced to private health insurance plans. ACOs agreed to try to get 50 percent of their commercial-plan revenue from similar arrangements with health insurers. HHS Secretary Kathleen Sebelius said Monday the pilot program is expected to save $1.1 billion over five years. She said that's not a large amount relative to Medicare costs, but the larger goal is changing how health care is delivered.  [Press-Gazette]

· Both the House and Senate have opted to address Medicare payments to doctors as part of the impasse over extending a payroll-tax cut set to expire at the end of the year. House Republicans have no plans to move a stand-alone bill to reverse a 27% cut in Medicare fees to doctors that’s set to go into effect Jan. 1, a spokesman for Speaker John Boehner said.  This would be the largest single decline in federal reimbursements in the history of the program, raising concerns physician will limit how many new Medicare patients they accept.  Stopping cuts to Medicare’s physician rates has become an annual ritual for Congress, which has faced the problem since the start of the last decade and passed short-term “fixes” that last for a year or six months. A permanent overhaul of the formula has been tough to come by, partly because of its $290 billion cost, according to the Congressional Budget Office. [Reuters, Bloomberg News]
Labor & Workplace:

· Business groups continued to press the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) over its proposed rule to have employers post notices informing workers of their organizing rights.  On December 19, the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM) presented oral arguments in federal court for their lawsuit against the proposed regulation. NAM’s spokesperson said the union poster rule is one of many actions the NLRB has taken this year that has angered business.  The rule, which was meant to go into effect this November, requires employers to post notices in their workplaces that would inform workers of their right to form unions. After pushback from trade associations, the NLRB delayed implementation of the rule until January next year, so businesses could prepare for the rule.  A proposal to speed up union elections, and a board ruling that could create smaller bargaining units for unions, along with the notice rule, have all raised the ire of business groups. Consequently, House Republicans have either proposed or passed legislation to block many of those proposals this year.  GOP lawmakers also continue to investigate the labor board.  [The Hill]

· Disabled Americans, facing even higher hurdles than others in finding jobs, would get a boost under a plan from the Obama administration to set new hiring procedures for federal contractors.  The Labor Department recently proposed a rule that would require most companies with federal contracts to set goals of having disabled workers make up 7% of their work force.  Labor officials hailed the program as an economic game changer at a time when a staggering 8 of 10 working age Americans with disabilities are out of the work force entirely.  The Labor Department will take comments on the rule for 60 days before it considers final approval in 2012.  The proposed rule is not a quota.  It would require companies to devote more resources to recruiting efforts to hire disabled workers, improve training programs and update data collection.  Contractors would have to keep detailed records showing they were complying.  The rule would require them to list job openings to increase their pool of qualified applicants.  The rule would apply to those contractors with at least 50 employees that have a minimum $50,000 in government contracts; that currently includes about 170,000 contractors.  Labor officials would monitor compliance with the new rules through annual audits, which are currently performed on about 4,000 contractors per year.  Companies failing to comply could be ordered to make back payments to those denied employment or to change training policies and procedures.  In rare cases the agency could seek court orders to bar companies from bidding for federal contracts.  A US Chamber spokesman said it supports the goals of trying to bring more people with disabilities into the work force but has concerns whether the agency has proposed the right approach or not.  He said some businesses are also nervous about asking job applicants to identify themselves as disabled, fearing they may run afoul of the Americans With Disabilities Act’s ban on discrimination.   [AP]

· The National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) announced December 21 that it has adopted portions of its contentious union election rule.  Portions of the rule will reduce litigation on union elections by limiting testimony at regional hearings and consolidating appeals of regional director decisions into one post-election review request, the labor board said. Most directed elections will now occur within 15-20 days of the date of organizing petition.  The election rule is strongly opposed by business groups, and House Republicans passed legislation earlier this year to void the regulation.  The rule has split the members of the labor board. Brian Hayes, the NLRB’s lone Republican member, threatened to resign over the rule, which would have shut the board down, but later decided against it.  On Nov. 30, Pearce and Board Member Craig Becker, a Democrat, voted to move forward with the rule, while Hayes voted against moving forward in a public vote.  The board did not finalize other portions of the rule that it proposed in June. Those provisions included some of the initially proposed amendments that had concerned many business advocates, including electronic petition filing, mandatory Statements of Position, and employer submissions of employee email addresses and phone numbers to the union. The NLRB says it still plans to consider those portions of the rule at a later date. The NLRB had to move quickly to get the union election rule on the books. Becker’s recess appointment ends at the close of this year. When he departs, it will bring the NLRB down from three members to two — not enough to form a quorum to issue rules and regulations.  [The Hill, Daily Journal of Commerce]

· President Obama used recess appointments to install Sharon Block, Richard Griffin and Terence Flynn as nominees to the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB), bypassing a likely filibuster from Senate Republicans to keep the controversial agency operating in 2012.  Block and Griffin are Democrats, while Flynn is a Republican.  Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-Ky.) blasted the president’s decision and said he is stripping the Senate of its oversight powers, since the NLRB nominees had not been vetted in a hearing. The NLRB appointments are a huge victory for Obama’s union allies, which urged the president to use any means necessary to keep the NLRB functioning. Without additional members, the NLRB would have lacked the three-member quorum needed to issue rules and regulations.  The president is wading into uncharted waters with the appointments, made while the Senate is holding pro forma sessions.  The GOP’s blockade of NLRB nominees would have prevented it from issuing rules and regulations, since it needs at least three members to form a quorum. The recess appointment of Craig Becker expired Tuesday, leaving the NLRB with only two members. With Block, Flynn and Griffin now members of the NLRB, the labor board is up to its full roster of five members.  Lawyers for several business groups immediately began to explore their legal options to challenge the recess appointments.  [The Hill]

Taxation & Budget:

· H.R. 4 Small Business Paperwork Mandate Elimination Act of 2011 (1099 Repeal) was signed into law April 2011.
· H.R. 674, S. 89/S. 164 Repeal 3% Withholding Mandate was signed into law in November 2011.
· H.R. 2055 Consolidated Appropriations Act for FY 2012: Congressional negotiators signed off December 16 on a $1 trillion spending agreement for 2012 for federal agencies, hours before a deadline that could have led to a government shutdown.  After dropping minor policy prescriptions that President Obama opposed, members of the House and Senate Appropriations Committees gave final approval to the plan after a four-day standoff.  The legislation will provide the full funding for the rest of fiscal 2012 (through September 3o, 2012) for most of the government, including the Pentagon, the Education Department and the Environmental Protection Agency.  [Washington Post]

· U.S. Sens. Herb Kohl, D-Milwaukee, and Ron Johnson, R-Oshkosh, split on an extension of the payroll tax cut.  Johnson joined nine other members of the Senate in opposing the extension, which passed 89-10 on December 17. The GOP House bill, approved on December 13, extended the cut through the end of 2012 while the Senate bill was a two-month extension.  After passing the two-month Senate measure as a stopgap on December 23, House Speaker John Boehner said a twelve-month deal will need to be resolved in a conference between the two chambers.  The short term legislation will renew the tax break through February 29 along with jobless benefits, a “fix” to prevent doctors from absorbing a big cut in Medicare payments and a mandate that the president make a decision on the Keystone XL pipeline within the next 60 days.  Its $33 billion cost would be covered by an increased fee on mortgages backed by Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac. [Reuters, Bloomberg News, AP]

· The Obama administration asked Congress on January 12 to increase federal borrowing authority by $1.2 trillion as the nation approached the debt limit set by law.  The request was made under the terms of a deal to raise the limit worked out on Aug. 2 after a more than two-month standoff between the administration and Republican lawmakers. This Budget Control Act of 2011 gives Congress 15 days to pass a joint resolution disapproving a requested increase in the limit and the president can veto such a measure. This process was intended to avoid any further political wrangling and make it virtually impossible to derail the $1.2 trillion.  Congress will cast a largely symbolic vote on the measure.  In the meantime, the Treasury will implement measures to keep the US from hitting the debt limit and defaulting on its debt. The increase would boost the debt limit to $16.4 trillion, which should be enough to allow the government to keep borrowing until the end of 2012, or just after the presidential election. [Bloomberg News, Wall St. Journal, AP]
· President Barack Obama said January 11 he wants to reward companies that invest in America and eliminate tax breaks for companies that don’t, and he’s planning new tax proposals to do it.  The White House says the president will propose $12 million in his 2013 budget to promote business investment from overseas in the United States. Obama said he’d propose tax changes in the next few weeks but he didn’t provide details.  [Daily Reporter]
Trade:

President Barack Obama called on Congress to give him authority to streamline the executive branch and make it easier for businesses to tap government resources by consolidating six agencies dealing with trade and commerce. The reorganization would affect the Office of the U.S. Trade Representative, the Export-Import Bank, the Overseas Private Investment Corporation, the Trade and Development Agency and the Small Business Administration. Obama said today that in the short term, he would elevate the SBA administrator to Cabinet-level status.  Obama asked lawmakers to restore power last held by President Ronald Reagan to reorganize agencies. Under the authority being sought by Obama, Congress would then be able to give an up-or-down vote on the plan in 90 days.  The president first raised the plan in last year’s State of the Union Address.  Obama has set a goal to double U.S. exports from $1.57 trillion in 2009 to $3.14 trillion a year by the end of 2014, and getting there requires consolidating the U.S. export bureaucracy.  The effort could lead to the loss of 1,000 to 2,000 jobs, which would be achieved through attrition, Zients said. The goal is to save $3 billion over 10 years.  [Bloomberg News]

11

[image: image1.jpg][image: image2.png]