[image: image1.png]GREEN BAY AREA CHAMBER OF COMMERCE

F 4





PUBLIC POLICY COUNCIL News Briefing July 13, 2005      contact: Nan Nelson (920) 437-8704

LOCAL

Downtown Green Bay:

· Green Bay City Council did not vote in June on Tom Juza’s $38 million Admiral Square redevelopment of the former Younkers property, and on July 12, after Juza and the mayor’s office were unable to agree on a deal, the Redevelopment Authority voted unanimously to solicit development proposals from others until October 1.  Juza said he would walk away from the deal unless the City Council overrules the Authority at its July 19 meeting and gives him the go-ahead without a wait.  The DNR announced the city would receive $100,000 grant to fund demolition and asbestos abatement at the site, and to prepare for public access along the riverfront.  Developer Vetter Denk has already expressed an interest in the site.

· The RDA authorized an architectural study in cooperation with the Regency Suites of expansion of the KI Convention Center into the downtown JC Penney store.  Penney announced its relocation to a new building in Ashwaubenon.  
Economic Development:

· The DNR said it expects to issue air quality permits for a possible new paper machine at the Procter & Gamble mill.  The company is in the final phase of deciding in which of two cities to place the machine.

· City of Green Bay unveiled a $1.8 million streetscape plan for Lombardi Ave. creating Lambeau field-style signage and pedestrian amenities throughout the stadium district.

· The Paper Technology Transfer Center was opened downtown to encourage collaboration between the paper industry, the university system and the technical college system to produce innovation in the local paper industry.

· The Bellevue Village Board approved a preliminary plan for the proposed Millennium Park Lifestyle Center, a retail, commercial and hotel development with parking on the inside and facilities on the perimeter.

· The Village of Howard is considering two new TIF districts.  The village board authorized $10,000 for a consultant feasibility study for a village center TIF south of Meadowbrook Park, and a like sum for similar research on another area not publicly identified that is “substantially undervalued.”  The Village Plan Commission had a public hearing July 12 on the comprehensive plan for the 100 acre Meadowbrook Park pedestrian-friendly village center. 

· Harry Macco has proposed a condo and apartment development on Libal St. across from the new Allouez Village Hall.  He would sell and donate the eastern portion of the property to the Village for one of five storm water detention ponds and a park.  
Education:

· A De Pere citizens committee recommended a $19 million high school expansion along with a new elementary school.  The school board held a public information meeting July 11 and is expected to make a decision next week on whether to hold a November referendum on the new construction.  At the hearing, several citizens advocated merger with the West De Pere school district.  An option was taken on 40 acres of farmland in Rockland for construction of the elementary school.  Rockland residents said the purchase would likely spur more property owners to seek annexation into the City of De Pere, and more urban development around the school.

· The Howard Suamico school district is looking for additional members for a citizens committee to recommend facility expansion plans to the school board in September.

· A Wrightstown citizens advisory committee has studied construction of new elementary and middle school classrooms, a new gymnasium and possibly a new stadium; at it s July 20 meeting, the school board could schedule a fall referendum.

Environment:  

· Green Bay City Council declined to reconsider a possible workplace smoking ban after the Protection & Welfare Committee unanimously voted against it.

· The DNR is proposing a rule revision to establish a formula-driven commercial harvest limit for yellow perch from Lake Michigan and Green Bay.  Harvest management measures may include seasons, bag and harvest limits, limitations on the type and amount of fishing gear, establishment of restricted areas, limitations as to participation in the fisheries and allocations of allowable harvest among various users.

· Mid-July hot and sunny weather is producing elevated ozone levels and particulate emissions and record-breaking electricity demand locally (up 5% from records set in 2003).  Two environmental groups filed a notice of intent to sue Wisconsin Public Service over particulate emissions from Pulliam power plant

· Many vocal Allouez residents are opposed to the Optimist Park location of one of five EPA-mandated storm water detention ponds that are intended to control runoff into the East River.

Government Efficiency and Cooperation:

· Allouez is looking at the possibility of sharing police resources with communities like Howard, Suamico and Bellevue.

· The state Supreme Court has sent back to county circuit court for trial a two-year old case in which the Village of Hobart contends the construction of the Brown County waste transfer station violates a village zoning ordinance. Village president Rich Heidel would like to negotiate a settlement; County Executive Carol Kelso said the county has contingency plans, but that continued litigation could mean an increase in transfer fees charged to communities.

· Brown County supervisors and the executive’s office have agreed to look at a new, but smaller (100 bed, three license) mental health center, and staff has been instructed to prepare requests for proposals from architects and engineers.

· $236 million in bonds, including $17 million in financing cost, were sold for the Central Brown County Water Authority’s suburban pipeline project.  Bonds will be paid off in 2034 and carry an interest rate of 4.7%.  All remaining contracts have been awarded, and construction on the 30-mile pipeline is expected to begin in late July and be completed by December 2006.

· On August 2 the De Pere City Council will hold a public hearing on a revision of the city’s comprehensive plan that would earmark the northern half of the Town of Rockland for annexation and urban development.  Spokesmen for both De Pere and Rockland confirmed that the two have no plans to resume discussion of a border agreement.

· Oneida Tribe of Indians is applying to have more than 550 acres of land it owns within the Village of Hobart put into federal trust, which would take at least $13 million in land value off the village’s property tax rolls.

Transportation:

· A Dept. of Transportation study of Hwy 172 concluded that roundabouts are needed on 172 in front of the Austin Straubel Airport entry and the Hwy GE intersection at the Hobart Village Hall, in addition to limiting access from Babcock and South Point Rds and building an interchange at Packerland Dr.  The plan can be viewed on the DOT website at www.dot.state.wi.us  Some village officials are opposing the idea and calling for use of gaming compact dollars to pay for signal lights instead.  Others are concerned about access issues, and possible re-routing of traffic into neighborhoods.

· The Bellevue village board killed the idea of roundabouts on Allouez Ave. and will go with traffic signals instead.

· De Pere Living Bridge proponents now say they will try to protect the Claude Allouez bridge from demolition by having it placed on the National Register of Historic Places.  Experts have already said the bridge has been altered too much over the years to qualify for historic designation, and that designation itself would not prevent demolition.

STATE

Business and Economic Development:
SB-55 Development Zones passed the Assembly on June 16 and was sent to the governor for signature.

AB-389 Branding Wisconsin was reported out of Assembly committee on June 21.
Consumers:

AB-75 Regulating Crematoriums which has been passed by the Senate and Assembly and is awaiting the governor’s signature, creates a Crematory Authority, imposes a license requirement and licensing fee, and creates a complaint mechanism.

Energy:
· AB-437 Transmission Line Easements designed to get Douglas County to give up public land for the Arrowhead-Weston transmission line passed the Assembly (61-35), and passed the Senate (27-6); Gov. Doyle has said he supports the bill.  Following passage, a local committee recommended that the county board negotiate with the transmission company and allow the line to cross county property.

· AB-441 Power Plant Siting (primary sponsors Phil Montgomery and Rob Cowles of Green Bay) was passed by the Assembly (74-22), in response to a Dane County judge overturning the Public Service Commission approval for construction of the Oak Creek coal-fired power plants.   The bill passed out of a Senate committee and is awaiting Senate action.  The state Supreme Court also overturned the circuit court ruling on June 28, saying the PSCW gave the plant the required scrutiny before approving a permit.  Three other suits are still pending.

· Sale of the Kewaunee Nuclear Plant to Dominion Energy was closed July 5, a day after the plant returned to full operation after repairs.  Customers will receive a partial return of decommissioning funds, net of the cost to purchase electricity while the plant was down; the PSCW will decide how to distribute the money as part of Wisconsin Public Service’s rate case to be taken up in fall.  The company will use sale proceeds for other construction projects, including the Weston generator and Arrowhead-Weston transmission line.

· Growing demand for natural gas has prompted ANR Pipeline to construct several pipeline capacity expansions, and make plans for others.  The PSCW said the percentage of electric generating capacity fueled by natural gas grew from 22% in 2000, to 28% today and is expected to increase to 40% by end of 2006 if all planned expansions are put in operation.

Environment:

· SB-137 / AB-222 Fair Claims Act (to expedite clean-up of the Fox River by requiring insurance companies to pay claims immediately) passed Assembly committee as amended 9-6 and passed Assembly on June 23 (49-44 with 6 paired).

· AB-277 Technical Changes to “Job Creation Act” regarding air permitting passed Assembly in April and passed the Senate on June 23; now on the governor’s desk and he is expected to sign.

Gaming:

An arbitrator will settle negotiations on a gaming compact between the state and the Ho-Chunk tribe, hopefully ending the tribe’s two-year $60 million hold-out on payments due to the state.  The Forest County Potawatomi is the other tribe withholding payment of $43.6 million.  The Oneidas have submitted their $20 million compact payment, the second since renegotiating a long-term compact with the state, noting that in 2001 under the old compact they paid $4.8 million.

Government Cooperation:
· AB- 79 / SB-118 Authorizing City to Abolish Police Dept and Contract with Sheriff passed Assembly and Senate in June and is awaiting governor’s signature.

· SB-165 Charter Towns introduced allowing 19 towns across the state, including Ledgeview, to freeze their borders, expand authority to create TIF districts and ward off extraterritorial zoning, was introduced. Under the proposed legislation towns of more than 2500 population would have to have a 24-hour police force, equalized value of $100 million and provide water and sewer service to al least 10% of its citizens. It is opposed by the Alliance of Cities and the Wisconsin Builders Association on grounds it could allow charter towns to stop neighboring cities form growing.

Health Care:
· AB-5 Expanding Health Insurance Purchasing Cooperatives – these provisions were briefly considered for inclusion in the state budget bill, but were withdrawn for separate consideration.  The Senate concurred in the Assembly-passed bill (33-0) and the governor is expected to sign.

· AB-414 / SB-202 Smoking Ban; Senate bill was reported out of committee on June 28, passed Assembly on June 23 (48-45, 6 paired).  The bill prohibits local smoking ban ordinances, and bans some smoking in restaurants.  It is now supported by the Wisconsin Restaurant Association after being amended to allow smoking in the bar area of restaurants, in restaurants with separately ventilated rooms for smokers and non-smokers, and in restaurants seating less than 50 patrons; and after being amended to guarantee that dining rooms in all restaurants and taverns are treated equally.

· The Assembly (60-33) approved a bill allowing health care workers to opt out of certain medical procedures, such as removing a feeding tube or destroying human embryos, that may violate personal moral views—Gov. Doyle is expected to veto.

· Several legislators are investigating a statewide insurance pool that could provide most residents under age 65 with health care coverage by imposing an 8% to 12% payroll tax on business.  Businesses could pass some of the cost of coverage on to employees, as they do now.  Business groups gave the idea mixed reviews, with some expressing interest.. WMC was cool to the idea of any solution that is not “market driven.”

Labor and Workplace:
· AB-268 Municipal Collective Bargaining and Privatizing Government Services will have a public hearing on July 20.

· AB-515 Municipal Collective Bargaining for Health Insurance Coverage introduced.

· AB-518 Municipal Collective Bargaining Arbitration on Cost of Living and Comparable Private Sector Compensation introduced.

· AB-519 Disclosure of Health Care Claims Experience by Government Units introduced.

· The Unemployment Insurance Advisory Council is reviewing management and labor proposals for changes in the system.   View them at www.wmc.org/printdisplay.cfm?ID=1007.  Proposals adopted by the entire council are routinely approved by the legislature and regulatory agencies.

State Budget & Spending:
· AB-438 / SB-216 Budget repair- Companion bills passed Assembly and Senate and were signed by the governor on June 22.

AB-100 State Budget.  

· The Joint Finance Committee version of the state budget contained a structural deficit of $863 million for the biennium compared to the governor’s $1.262 billion, and compared to the current biennium’s 1.546 billion—progress, I guess.  The structural deficit is the amount of additional money needed just to cover current spending levels on existing programs, and is a result of using one-time revenues to cover ongoing programs.  JFC eliminated many of the segregated fund transfers proposed by Gov. Doyle, and also borrowed less and increased fees less while giving schools an increase of $458 million over the biennium, compared to the governor’s $938 million proposed school spending increase.  JFC version also imposed a 2.6% limit on local government levy increases, phased out the state income tax on Social Security benefits and cut the gas tax by 1cent.  

· Senator Rob Cowles’s (R-Green Bay) vote against the budget in Joint Finance set up an opportunity for fiscal conservatives in the Senate to try to rework the document that came out of the Assembly.  Cowles complained about the budget’s increased spending, bonding and structural deficits supported by one-time fixes and accounting tricks.  

· The state budget passed the Assembly with only two amendments from the JFC version, by a vote of 56-40 (four Republicans voting no, including Frank Lasee; all Deomocrats voting no including Tom Nelson of Kaukauna).  The two amendments were (1) expediting the phase-in of a social security tax cut from five years to three years-- $4 million less income for the biennium, and (2) various technical amendments offered by the Speaker.  

· Next, the budget passed the Senate by a vote of 17-16 (with no votes by all Democrats and Republicans Rob Cowles and Mike Ellis).  In a midnight effort to put together the needed 17 votes, Sen. Tom Reynolds (R-West Allis) gained a new tax break for parents with children taught at home or in private schools.  The Senate also approved an accounting move having no impact on overall spending that would allow the legislature to claim they spent less general purpose revenue (GPR) dollars than the governor’s original proposal; reduced budgets of state agencies by $100 million over the biennium but allowed them to request restoration of most of the money; required non-union state employees to contribute the first 1.5% paid toward their retirement plan; restored a JFC cut in the amount of sales tax revenue retailers may keep in return for processing and reporting the sales tax; created a new tax credit for those who adopt a child;  reduced state funding for UW-Madison by $1 million in apparent disapproval of the Paul Barrows leave of absence; created the “Taxpayer Protection Fund” to funnel revenue received by the state above the allowable limit into a reserve fund and then to be returned to the taxpayers; and allow school districts to use money in reserves to pay for unfunded pension liabilities with out exceeding spending limits.

· The Assembly concurred (52-43, 4 paired) in the Senate’s amendments on July 5, and sent the bill on to the governor for signature.  Although he threatened a complete veto, Gov. Doyle is expected to use his expansive line item veto power to rewrite the budget to his liking in the next few days (by law, no later than August 17)—followed by an August veto-override session of the Legislature.

· WMC is largely supportive of the bill; the Alliance of Cities announced that it would ask for a line item veto of the levy limits because the “tools necessary to deal with levy limits” were not included in the budget package and will not be considered until the fall floor period.  A number of municipalities, including Green Bay, authorized multi-year borrowing for capital improvement projects before July 1 as a way to mitigate the 2.6% levy increase limit.  K-12 and university spokesmen were critical of the education cuts, and said they would likely have to cut personnel as a result.

Taxation & Fees:
The case of Wisconsin Dept. of Revenue v. Menasha Corp now before the State Court of Appeals will define tax liability of Wisconsin businesses for the payment of sales tax on custom computer software—at issue is the definition of “custom” and whether it includes standard software that was customized after purchase but prior to delivery.

Transportation:

The WDOT is purchasing land to allow expansion of Hwy 41 from four to six lanes about a year ahead of schedule, ensuring that substantial construction of the De Pere to Suamico widening project will occur in 2011.

FEDERAL

Communications:

· S.714 Junk Fax Prevention Act was passed by the House and Senate, permanently reversing the FCC rule that had required a business to first obtain a recipient’s signed consent to receive a fax, even if there was an existing business relationship.  Pending the president’s signature, the FCC also granted an additional six-month stay, postponing the effective date of FCC enforcement to January of 2006.

· In a ruling affecting file-sharing companies like Grokster, the Supreme Court ruled that inventors may be held liable if third parties use their products to infringe on copyrights.  The court upheld its 1984 “safe harbor” ruling that continues to protect innovators whose products also have non-infringing purposes, and added a new test, the developer’s intent.

Energy:

H.R. 6 / S.10 Energy Policy Act. The Senate (85-12, Kohl yes, Feingold no) passed its version of an omnibus energy act already passed by the House, including more than twice the $16 million in energy conservation and efficiency incentives passed in the House version, and more than the White House would like to see, including tax credits for hybrid cars, fuel-efficient homes and appliances, solar energy and wind power, and more money for technology research on clean coal and fuel cells.   The Senate version mandates electricity reliability standards for utilities, requires refineries to use 8 billion gallons of ethanol as a gasoline additive and also requires that a minimum percentage of utility-generated power come from renewable sources.  Like the House, the Senate rejected both a mandatory cap on greenhouse gas emissions and an increase in the auto fuel economy standards.   The House version emphasizes exploration and production from conventional energy sources. A House-Senate conference committee will now reconcile differences between the two bills so that votes can be held placing the bill on the president’s desk for signature by the August recess.  The biggest bargaining obstacles in the past have been whether to allow oil and gas exploration in a portion of the Alaska National Wildlife Preserve, and whether to provide manufacturers partial protection from lawsuits for groundwater contamination caused by the MBTE gasoline additive used to reduce emissions. Great Lakes drilling ban supporters have introduced separate legislation.  

Environment:

· A federal judge in Madison has upheld local ordinances banning the sale and use of lawn fertilizers containing phosphorus.  The suit to overturn the ordinances was brought by a coalition of chemical manufacturers and lawn care businesses.

· Council of Great Lakes Governors including 8 states and 2 provinces is considering an extension of the agreement to prohibit diversions from the drainage basin, with a new provision excepting cities, towns and counties straddling the boundary of the basin.  States and provinces would oversee large-scale water use within their own jurisdictions using standards that emphasize conservation.  A draft plan was also released July 7 advocating a comprehensive approach to restore the lakes’ ecosystem, including cooperation in cleaning up toxic hot spots and fighting invasion by exotic species.  A final plan is expected to be released in December.

Health:

· US Senators Clinton (D-NY) and Majority Leader Frist (R-TN) have introduced a bill to spend $125 million to promote local and regional health information systems allowing hospitals and health care providers to make medical records electronic so that they may be better shared.  Another bill addressing the same challenge of “interoperable” healthcare information systems was also introduced by Senators Enzi (R-WY) and Kennedy (D-MA).

· Senators Feingold and Kohl are supporting a bill to strengthen the authority of the US Dept of Agriculture to regulate meat an d poultry processors that was reduced by a 2001 court case, Supreme Beef v. USDA.

· The American Medical Association decided not to back a proposed government moratorium on drug advertising, including limits on TV commercials and print ads.

· Sen. Herb Kohl is supporting S.637 Small Employers Health Benefits Program, an expansion of the federal employee program to small business.

· S.663 Equity for Self-Employed introduced, to allow sole proprietors and partnerships to deduct health insurance premiums for the purposes of calculating payroll taxes (Social Security & Medicare)

· H.R.1998 / S.309 FSA Rollover allow $500 of unspent funds to be rolled over to next year’s FSA or HAS introduced.

Labor & Workplace:

H.R. 739-742 OSHA Reform bills passed the House on July 12, largely along party lines with Rep. Mark Green voting yes.

Social Security:

House Ways and Means chairman Bill Thomas (R-CA) said he would like to combine an effort to shore up Social Security, new regulations for private pensions to ensure solvency and personal retirement savings and inheritance tax elimination into a single bill to “speed up the process.”  He is currently searching for a combined formula that will win broad support in his party.  The favored plan would create personal accounts funded by the current SS surplus and invested exclusively in government bonds.  Finance Committee chair Grassley (R-IA) is drafting a solvency bill that might include: creating new tax-subsidized, personally-managed accounts separate from SS, raising the retirement age to receive SS benefits, cutting benefits, raising the amount of salary taxed for SS, and simplifying and expanding tax breaks for personal retirement saving. President Bush encouraged Republicans to introduce legislation, even though it would not include personal SS investment accounts as he originally proposed them.  Both committees will begin hearings this month and a vote could occur in either July or September. 

Tort Reform:
H.R. 420 Lawsuit Abuse Reduction Act passed out of Judiciary Committee in June.

Trade:

The Senate voted (54-45 Kohl and Feingold both voting no) to approve the DR-CAFTA free trade agreement with five Central American countries and the Dominican Republic.  In the House, a divided Ways and Means Committee voted along party lines to send the agreement to the floor for a vote by end of July.

Transportation:

· H.R. 3 Transportation reauthorization negotiations between the House and Senate continue after both bodies passed differing bills.  For the eighth time since 2003, the House and Senate agreed to extend TEA-21 funding while negotiations continue, this time only until July 19 because negotiators are confident a deal can be wrapped up by then.  A six-year funding total of $286.5 billion has been agreed to, and a compromise is in the works to guarantee “donor” states like Wisconsin that they will get back at least 92 cents of every dollar sent to Washington by 2009, up from an average of 90.5 cents now.

· Railroad Competition Act (Senate) and Railroad Competition Improvement and Reauthorization Act (House) were introduced, with the House bill co-sponsored by Rep. Mark Green.  Wisconsin shippers hope the bill will provide leverage to restore service and moderate price increases introduced by Canadian National.
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