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PUBLIC POLICY COUNCIL News Briefing [date]       contact: Nan Nelson (920) 593-3418
LOCAL

Downtown Green Bay:

Green Bay staff members told the Redevelopment Authority on August 11 that construction on the WaterMark project can begin in October because a financial institution has been found to complete the complicated financing for the project.  It includes office, retail and condo space in the former Younkers building.  It also includes Hagemeister Park (restaurant on the Fox River), the Green Bay Children’s museum and a parking garage on North Washington St.  The city will loan developer John Vetter $3.5 million at 5.5% interest for up to 7 years; Calumet County Bank will loan him $4.5 million for 30 months; the Wisconsin Housing and Economic Development Authority will loan Vetter up to 20% of the value of the project for 7 years or about $2.5 million using new market tax credits.  A closing date on the loans will be scheduled shortly.  [Press Gazette] 
Economic Development:

On August 12 Hobart formally launched the Centennial Centre, a 600 acre mixed-use commercial and retail hub along Hwy 29 between Overland Rd. and Pine Tree Rd.  Its first project will be a residential development of 300 leased units and 145 single-family homes.  The project will coordinates with the reconstruction of the US Hwy 41 and Hwy 29 interchange scheduled for 2011-15. [Press-Gazette]
Economy:

· The unemployment rate for Wisconsin (based on household surveys rather than employer payrolls) grew to 9.2% in June from 4.7% in June 2008, using seasonally unadjusted figures. The comparable U.S. rate was 9.7%. Rates are the highest they've been since 1983.  The downturn that officially began in December 2007 continued to hammer manufacturing, with 54,200 fewer factory jobs in Wisconsin than in June 2008. That's a 10.8% decrease compared with a 12.3% drop nationally for the sector in the same period.  But job cuts are widespread. For the first time since data began in 1990, Wisconsin's health care and social assistance sector showed no net addition of jobs last month.  In Wisconsin, initial applications for jobless benefits so far this year have exceeded the filings for all of 2007. [Press-Gazette]
· The state's new unemployment report shows the jobless rate rose in all 12 Wisconsin metropolitan areas in June.  The report from the Department of Workforce Development shows Green Bay's metro unemployment rate jumped a half-percent, while Appleton's jobless rate rose three-tenths of a percent to join Green Bay at 8.9%.  Fond du Lac's unemployment rate is now at 9.5%.  In the Oshkosh-Neenah area, it's 8.3%.  Unemployment in Beloit is nearly 19%, more than twice the state figure and the worst of any metropolitan area in Wisconsin. Racine was second-worst at 16.6%, followed by West Bend, Janesville, and Manitowoc all above 13%. [AP, WBAY-TV]

· The State’s Office of Recovery website now has information posted on stimulus projects awarded, by county.  Here’s a link to the page for Brown County: http://www.recovery.wisconsin.gov/orrdetail.asp?Internal_ID=WI&map=FCMap_wisconsin.swf&entity_id=009 
Education:

The Green Bay and De Pere school districts will be among 53 statewide to get the authority to issue a total of $125.5 million in no-interest bonds to pay for construction and renovation projects, part of a federal stimulus program in which the federal government provides tax credits to purchasers of the school district's bonds, relieving the districts from paying interest.  [Journal Sentinel]
Government Efficiency and Cooperation:

· The Ledgeview Town Board voted on July 21 to continue to pursue village status by appealing a recent state appeals court ruling to the Wisconsin Supreme Court.  The appeals court had ruled in early July that the town’s incorporation into a village through a provision in the state budget bill was unconstitutional.  [Press-Gazette]
· The Local Government Institute of Wisconsin (LGI) has contracted with Baker Tilly Virchow Krause (Baker Tilly) to conduct research regarding opportunities and challenges to improving local government structure, organization, and efficiency in Wisconsin.  The study is intended to build upon the work of the Sheehy Commission, the Kettl Commission and numerous other commissions and task forces organized over the past decades to make recommendations for streamlining local government in Wisconsin and encouraging greater regional cooperation. The study will also coordinate with the Wisconsin Way initiative which is an on-going project to solicit public discussion of local government issues.  Work is underway and will be completed with a final report to be delivered no later than December 31, 2009. [League of Municipalities]
Transportation:

The University of Wisconsin-Green Bay and the Great Lakes Maritime Research Institute are conducting a comprehensive study to identify products and commodities suitable for containerized shipping via the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence Seaway. Specifically, they aim to: 
· identify importers and exporters of commodities suitable for containerized shipping,
· quantify current containerized movement within the northeast Wisconsin area, and
· determine the willingness of shippers within this region and beyond to utilize or expand their usage of containerized shipping.  
Their final analysis will focus upon the viability of creating an “intermodal” terminal at the Port of Green Bay.
This survey will take around 15 and 20 minutes to complete. If you have any questions, please contact the project principal investigator, Dr. Ray Hutchison, (920) 465-2337.  Read more about the survey here: http://www.wmc.org/PDFfiles/GreatLakes_IntermodalUserSurvey.pdf .  Take survey here: http://take-survey.com/cgi-bin/stollbox/PORT_SURVEY.pl 
STATE

Business and Economic Development:

· The Minneapolis Federal Reserve reports that Wisconsin’s manufacturing exports rose 9.7% in 2008 to $19.3 billion; Minnesota was up 6.2% to over $17 billion.  [Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance]

· Wisconsin companies raised $6.5 million of venture capital funding in the first half of the year - a falloff of 81% from a year earlier, and the state's slowest start since 2005.  The weak start mirrored a decline nationally. Venture capitalists invested $6.9 billion during the first half of the year, putting the industry on track to fall to funding levels this year not seen since 1996 or 1997, according to the MoneyTree Report, released Tuesday by PricewaterhouseCoopers and the National Venture Capital Association.  Slightly more money was invested in Wisconsin and in the nation in the second quarter than in the first, according to the report, which is based on data from Thomson Reuters. In the second quarter, $3.6 million was raised, up from $2.9 million in the first quarter.  [Journal Sentinel Online]

· The recently-enacted state budget act created a state prevailing wage law for publicly-funded, private construction projects and changed provisions of state law affecting municipal and state public works projects. The nonpartisan Legislative Fiscal Bureau on July 27 released a comprehensive, plain language summary of these provisions which take effect on January 1, 2010: http://www.legis.state.wi.us/lfb/Misc/2009_07_27WI%20Leg_prevailing%20wage.pdf    [WMC Capitol Watch]
Education:

Gov. Jim Doyle is planning a series of education reforms designed to boost student achievement and help the state compete for billions of dollars in federal school improvement grants, he said in a newspaper interview on August 3.  The changes include better tracking of student performance, using test data to help evaluate teachers and raising high school graduation requirements.  “We’re going to be working very hard in my administration with the Legislature, with educators in the state, to put together really, I think, a transformational application that will help Wisconsin education for years to come,” Doyle said. Doyle didn’t say when he would release details of his proposal or whether programs would be introduced individually or as a package. But he said he’ll urge the Legislature to pass the reforms by early next year.  Doyle said he would propose changes that would:

· Better track student performance, from prekindergarten to college. “With that data you can make really sound decisions about what works and what doesn’t work — not based just on what one test shows but on the performance of students that have had certain kinds of schooling over time,” he said.

· Require students to pass three years of math and science before graduating from high school. Currently, a little more than 70 percent of Wisconsin high school students take a third year of math and science. A third of all districts require three years of math, while a quarter of all districts require three years of science.

· Revamp school finance and teacher pay. Doyle wants to let districts get out from under state revenue caps, imposed since 1993, if they work together on union contract negotiations, make employees use the state health plan unless they already use a cheaper plan, and revamp teacher pay, among other things. Money saved can be used to hire teachers and raise student achievement, Doyle said.  Lawmakers and the governor already wiped out the “qualified economic offer,” or QEO, which lets school districts impose a minimum wage-and-benefit increase of 3.8 percent if bargaining fails to produce an agreement.  That move, Doyle said, will spur the development of alternative pay programs.      [Wisconsin State Journal]

Elections:

· Governor Jim Doyle announced on August 12 that he will not fun for a third term.

· Democrats and Republicans in the state Senate are hiring competing lawyers at taxpayer expense to decide how to redraw district boundaries for the 2012 elections and there is no cap on how much they can spend.  The Senate Committee on Senate Organization, made up of three Democrats and two Republicans, in July unanimously voted to hire attorneys for senators from each party.  O’Neil, Cannon, Hollman, DeJong will represent Senate Democrats; Michael Best & Friedrich will represent Senate Republicans.  The Assembly has not hired attorneys, though it could do so later.  Every 10 years, states redraw political boundaries based on the U.S. Census. The census will be conducted in 2010 and its results will be used to establish the lines for the 2012 elections for the state Assembly, state Senate and U.S. House of Representatives.  Where those lines are drawn often determine which party controls each of the houses. Every round of redistricting in Wisconsin since 1931 has wound up in court.  The state Supreme Court had considered a plan on how it should respond to any disputes over redistricting but decided in January 2009 not to take up the redistricting plan. That plan could have included drafting its own set of maps even before a lawsuit was filed, a prospect that raised concerns among lawmakers in 2007 and prompted them to hire attorneys to respond to the court’s proposal, later dropped. [Journal Sentinel Online]
Energy:

SB-185 / AB-256 Wind Power Siting passed a Senate committee on August 4; its companion bill has already cleared an Assembly committee (in May).
Environment:

· AB-138 /SB-113) DNR Board Appoint Secretary; hearings held in the Assembly on July 28 and in the Senate on August 13.  These bills propose that the DNR Secretary be appointed by members of the Natural Resources Board, instead of being appointed by the Governor with Senate confirmation.  The Chamber has long favored gubernatorial appointment of the DNR Secretary because doing so instills an important measure of accountability into the agency’s decision-making processes. By contrast, leaving the hiring of the DNR’s top decision-maker to an unelected board of political appointees insulates the DNR Secretary from the accountability citizens should expect from their state government.  [Legislative Notification Service, WMC Capitol Watch]
· The Wisconsin DNR is offering an opportunity for certain businesses to save significantly on their annual air emission fees, but the timeframe for doing so it short. As a result of changes enacted in the state budget in June, minor sources of air emissions will pay a flat fee of either $300 per year, or $4,100 per year.  Virtually all “synthetic minor” facilities will pay the $4,100 annual fee because of the manner in which their operating permit is written. As an opportunity to move into the $300 annual fee tier, the DNR is offering synthetic minor sources the option of capping their annual emissions at 79 tons per year for most pollutants. The DNR hopes to accomplish this through a free, streamlined permit revision process that would take place prior to the end of the year.  Synthetic minor facilities wishing to avail themselves of the streamlined permit revision, and opportunity for lower fees, must do so prior to October 1, 2009. For more information and an explanation of the permit revision process by the DNR: http://www.wmc.org/PDFfiles/Budget_SM80Procedure.pdf  [WMC Capitol Watch]
Health Care:

The Office of the Commissioner of Insurance, Sean Dilweg, has begun work on the most extensive changes in a decade in the way the state regulates the individual insurance market. The proposed changes also were included by Gov. Jim Doyle in the state budget at Dilweg's request.  The changes include:

· Limiting the so-called maximum look-back period for pre-existing conditions to one year prior to the date the policy was issued. The new regulation will go into effect on Jan. 1.

· Limiting pre-existing conditions to those for which someone received medical advice, diagnosis, care or treatment - what is known as an "objective standard."

· Enable consumers to request a binding independent review of rescissions and denied medical claims because of pre-existing conditions. Consumers' only recourse has been to sue the insurance company. The insurance commissioner hopes to have an appeals process in place early next year.

· The Office of the Commissioner of Insurance also is working with health insurers to develop a standard application for health insurance sold on the individual market.  The application will ensure that insurers ask a minimum number of questions upfront about a person's health rather than waiting until a customer files a medical claim and then canceling the policy.
Phil Dougherty, deputy director of the Wisconsin Association of Health Plans, whose membership includes companies that sell individual policies, said the insurance commissioner is working with health insurers to develop the new regulations.  [Journal Sentinel Online]

Labor and Workplace:

AB-367 Discrimination Based on Credit History:  Legislation to create a protected status under Wisconsin Workplace discrimination laws based upon credit history was recently introduced in the Wisconsin State Assembly making it an act of employment discrimination to request that a job applicant authorize an employer to procure an individual’s credit history unless the circumstances of the individual’s credit history substantially relates to the job or there are bondability requirements for the position.  [WMC Capitol Watch]
Legal Reform:

In a trend away from its recent activism, the Wisconsin Supreme Court recently issued important decisions limiting products liability exposure in Wisconsin, and issued rulings important to employment law and contracts.

The rulings demonstrate that a new non-activist majority is in place on the Wisconsin Supreme Court in the wake of the 2008 Supreme Court election.  The Wisconsin Civil Justice Council has provided brief summaries posted on the WMC website (http://www.wmc.org/governmentaffairs/display.cfm?ID=2122) of product liability cases. The court ruled that the presence of lead in lead paint is a not a defect. Additionally, the court ruled manufacturers cannot be held liable for products based on the expectation of bystanders as opposed to consumers.  In other cases, the court ruled that non-compete contracts can be enforced, and there is no right to a jury trial in a Family and Medical Leave Act dispute.  [WMC Capitol Watch]
State Budget & Spending:

· AB-75 Biennial State Budget: for a summary of tax provisions in the newly-enacted state budget check out the WMC website here: http://www.wmc.org/printdisplay.cfm?ID=2117 
· The Legislature will republish the state budget without one of Gov. Jim Doyle's partial vetoes because the veto violated the state constitution.  Doyle issued 81 vetoes of the budget in June, but he overstepped his powers with one of them because he created a new sentence by stringing together words from two sentences. A constitutional amendment passed by voters last year doesn't allow that.  The veto was over the creation of a study committee. [Journal Sentinel]
· The Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance reports that for the first time the governor used his veto power to add $200 million in promised-but-unspecified cuts to state spending or fund transfers.  This move gives the governor $200 million in added budget-balancing authority, should it be needed, without having to seek further legislative approval.  The WTA asks: “What prevents any legislature or governor from developing a deficit budget and then, to balance it, “plugging” into the budget an unspecified promise of future cuts or transfers sufficient to produce and ending surplus?  And if the governor can promise $200m in future lapses this year, why can’t a future chief executive or legislature promise $500m to cover a $500m deficit, or $1 billion to avoid a $1b shortfall?  As a separate and coequal branch of government, is it constitutionally wise for the legislature to cede substantial budget-making authority to the executive branch?  Finally, what assurances do legislators or citizens have that the promised actions will occur and that they will be informed in a timely and detailed manner of what was done?” [Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance]
Taxation & Fees:

The state Department of Revenue reports that general fund tax collections were $11.17 billion in the recently ended fiscal year, 2008-9, or 7% below 2007-8.  The three major tax categories were all down: corporate income -21.7%, individual income -8% and sales tax -3.8%.  [Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance]
FEDERAL

Consumers:

The Federal Reserve on July 23 approved proposals designed to make it easier for consumers to understand how mortgage loans work.  Among the changes, mortgage lenders would need to explain potentially risky features, such as prepayment penalties, of a mortgage in a one-page “plain English” question-and-answer format.  Improved disclosure of the annual percentage rate, or APR, to capture most fees and settlement costs paid by the borrower also would be required.  For consumers with adjustable rate mortgages, lenders would be required to show consumers how their payment might change by disclosing the highest monthly amount the borrower might pay during the life of the loan.  Lenders also would have to notify consumers 60 days in advance, versus the current 25, of a change in their monthly payment.  Lenders would have to provide a monthly statement of payment options for customers with payments that don’t cover the interest on the loan.  That increases the loan balance by the amount of the unpaid interest.  The monthly statement would explain the impact different payment options would have on the loan balance.  [AP]
Economy:
· H.R. 1 American Recovery & Reinvestment Act: Just 12% of federal stimulus money has actually been spent, according to ProPublica.  To see what agencies have expended or committed dollars, check here: http://projects.propublica.org/tables/stimulus-spending-progress 
· On July 31 and August 6 the House and Senate respectively approved an emergency $2 billion infusion for the CARS (“cash for clunkers”) program.  The extra $2 billion was taken from an energy loan program that was part of economic stimulus legislation passed earlier this year. 
Education:

The federal Department of Education proposed rules on July 23 to prevent states with laws barring the use of student achievement data to evaluate teacher performance from getting money from an educational innovation fund. 

Money from the Race to the Top Fund is to be distributed in two stages, late this year and in 2010, by Education Secretary Arne Duncan to a handful of states with positive records of what the department considers school reform as well as plans for additional improvement.  Legislatures in New York, California and some other states [including Wisconsin] have enacted laws that limit, to one degree or another, use of student achievement data in teacher performance evaluations. Both national teachers’ unions oppose the use of student testing data to evaluate individual teachers, arguing in part that students are often taught by several teachers and that teacher evaluations should be based on several measures of performance, not just test scores.  In recent weeks, Duncan has delivered speeches to both unions, urging them to rethink their positions on issues like seniority and teacher tenure to help improve public education at a time when thousands of schools are chronically failing.  “Believe it or not,” Duncan said, “several states, including New York, Wisconsin and California, have laws that create a firewall between students and teacher data. I think that’s simply ridiculous. We need to know what is and is not working and why.” Proposed rules for the $4.3 billion Race to the Top competition say that states must show they are carrying out education innovation and reform, improving student achievement, adopting higher standards, recruiting effective teachers and principals, building educational data systems, and turning around low-performing schools.  To be eligible to apply for money, a “state must not have any legal, statutory or regulatory barriers to linking data on student achievement or student growth to teachers and principals for the purpose of teacher and principal evaluation,” according to a summary of the proposed rules.   Wisconsin Governor Doyle’s spokesman Lee Sensenbrenner said the governor had spoken to Duncan and “will seek to remove any existing statutes that prevent teachers from being comprehensively evaluated — student performance on tests being just one part of an evaluation process.”  Mary Bell, president of the Wisconsin Education Association Council, the state’s largest teachers union, said the union also supported such a change if needed for the state to qualify for the money. But the union would oppose using a single test score to evaluate teachers, she said. Legislators from both political parties have introduced bills to eliminate the prohibition. Some say they expect the change could lead to allowing student performance to be taken into consideration when determining teacher pay. [NY Times, Wisconsin State Journal]
Energy:

The Point Beach nuclear power plant would increase its power output by 17% under a proposal before federal regulators.  A state moratorium on nuclear power bars utilities from building reactors in the state but does not prevent expansion of nuclear power through modifications to existing plants.  Under the proposal, the two-reactor, 1,023-megawatt plant near Manitowoc would boost its maximum power output by 170 megawatts, or enough to supply 85,000 homes.  Buying additional power from Point Beach could prove to be economical for customers, We Energies spokesman Brian Manthey said, particularly if Congress endorses a cap-and-trade plan designed to reduce emissions of carbon dioxide and other gases linked to global warming. We Energies buys power from the plant, which is operated by a subsidiary owned by FPL Group Inc. of Juno Beach, Fla. [Journal-Sentinel]
Environment:

· H.R. 2454 American Clean Energy and Security Act (ACES, cap-and-trade, climate change) passed the House of Representatives on June 26 (219-212, Kagen yes, Petri no).  It establishes a cap-and-trade program to control climate-altering emissions; dictates an increase in the use of renewable energy sources; and sets new efficiency standards for buildings, lighting and industrial facilities. It calls for a 17% reduction in emissions of heat-trapping gases from 2005 levels by 2020 and 83% by 2050.  Four business groups representing major U.S. multinationals wrote to Senate Majority Leader Reid and Minority Leader McConnell on July 22, urging them to strip provisions in the House-passed climate change bill that could lead to tariffs on developing nations such as China and India. 'We urge the Senate to refrain from including provisions that could negatively impact U.S. relations with key trading partners and disrupt the global trading system,' states the letter from the Emergency Committee for American Trade, National Foreign Trade Council, U.S. Chamber of Commerce and United States Council for International Business.  [CongressDaily]
· On August 4 the Energy Information Administration said climate change legislation before Congress would boost electricity prices by about 20% by 2030, although most of the increases wouldn't begin until after 2020.  The ability to contain the cost to consumers depends largely on whether the country is successful in a "large scale" expansion of nuclear power and renewable energy sources that do not emit greenhouse gases, and the deployment of carbon-capture technology at coal plants.  Legislation, already approved by the House and expected to be taken up in the Senate later this year, would require carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gas emissions be cut by 17% over the next 11 years and by 83% by mid-century. Opponents of the bill have said such a shift would lead to soaring energy costs, especially for electricity.  The report projected electricity costs would likely increase only an additional 3 to 4% between now and 2020 as a result of the climate legislation, but then increase more sharply after a government program to provide free emission allowances to utilities is phased out in 2025.  The climate bill would boost the annual energy costs for a typical household by an average of $83, according to the report, with prices escalating the greatest after 2020 when household electricity costs were projected to be $142 higher than otherwise projected. A typical family would pay $583 more for electricity in 2030.  The report said the bill also would add 20 cents a gallon to the cost of gasoline in 2020 and 35 cents a gallon in 2030.  Energy Secretary Steven Chu said in a statement that the EIA analysis confirms similar findings by the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office as well as an analysis by the Environmental Protection Agency.  But the EIA acknowledged the uncertainties that surround any attempt to project future price impacts from climate legislation and provided a range of projections, depending on how successful the country is in adopting new clean-energy technologies and other factors.  In addition to the annual average cost of $83 a year, the report said in some cases, if technologies do not develop at a large scale, electricity costs could be as much as 75% higher than otherwise projected by 2030.  The report projected under the most optimistic scenario that the cost of reducing a ton of carbon dioxide would be $32 a metric ton by 2020, going to $65 by 2030 as the cap on emissions is lowered. But it said if new nuclear power plants and technologies such as carbon capture are not deployed on a large scale before 2030 at relatively low cost, the price of reducing a ton of carbon dioxide could go as high as $186 a metric ton.  Energy Information Administration report here: http://www.eia.doe.gov/oiaf/servicerpt/hr2454/index.html [AP]
· The National Association of Manufacturers (NAM) and the American Council for Capital Formation (ACCF) released a study on August 12 that found under a high-cost scenario the House global warming bill could reduce economic growth by 2.4 percent and cost 2 million jobs by 2030. According to the study, Wisconsin would lose between 41,000 and 57,000 jobs as a result of the higher energy costs associated with cap and trade by 2030. State economic output would decline by as much as $9.3 billion, and the disposable household income of Wisconsin families would drop by $1,432 per year by 2030. Environmentalists were quick to criticize the study for underselling the development of climate-friendly sources of power.  They said the study is overly pessimistic about the development of nuclear power plants and makes other assumptions that raise the costs of a climate cap. For example, it assumes a relatively small amount of international offsets would be available to businesses to help them meet carbon caps.  The ACCF and NAM study can be found here: http://www.accf.org/publications/126/accf-nam-study and the Wisconsin summary here: http://www.accf.org/media/docs/nam/2009/Wisconsin.pdf .  Analyses by the, Environmental Protection Agency: http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/economics/economicanalyses.html#hr2452  and Congressional Budget Office: http://www.cbo.gov/ftpdocs/103xx/doc10327/06-19-CapAndTradeCosts.pdf  [TheHill.com, WMC Capitol Watch]
Finance:
· The Administration on July 23 sent Congress legislation that would enable the federal government to take over large financial institutions whose collapse could undermine the entire financial system.  The administration’s proposal, designed to correct problems exposed by the financial crisis that struck last fall, would give the Treasury Department the authority to appoint either the Federal Deposit Insurance Corp. or the Securities and Exchange Commission as the conservator for troubled financial companies that pose a threat to the economy.  The White House also proposed merging the functions of the Office of the Comptroller of the Currency and the Office of Thrift Supervision into one regulatory body, the National Bank Supervisor, in an effort to halt the practice by some institutions to shop for the most lenient federal regulator.  [AP]
· The House voted on July 31 to restrict how Wall Street executives are paid.  The bill gives shareholders a nonbinding vote on compensation packages and prohibits pay incentives that encourage employees to take financial risks that could threaten the economy or the viability of their institution. [AP] 
· H.R. 3126 Consumer Financial Protection Agency (CFPA) Act: the House Financial Services Committee had planned to consider a bill creating the Consumer Financial Protection Agency by the end of July but has postponed a vote until early September.  The proposed agency would have authority to oversee a range of financial products, including mortgages, checking and savings accounts, and credit cards. The bill would mandate that every institution offer a government-designed financial product, reducing the ability of financial institutions to offer alternative products. Calling on Representatives to vote against the measure, the US Chamber says “Instead of a common sense approach to improving consumer protection, this proposal will restrict your access to credit and affordable financial products, impose vast new regulations and costs on businesses, and ultimately harm the economy. If you allow customers to pay with credit, to use a lay-away program, or even to pay in more than one installment, your business would face significant new regulation.  Even businesses that are indirectly related to consumer finance, such as sellers of gift cards, advertisers, accountants, homebuilders, utilities and internet providers will be covered. In addition, the bill would give the government authority to request and hold information about your bank accounts from financial institutions, including how much money is in each account.”   [US Chamber Magazine]
Health Care:

The Green Bay Area Chamber of Commerce recently joined the US Chamber of Commerce and more than 1,500 state and local chambers of commerce, associations, and small businesses representing all 50 states in sending an open letter to every Member of Congress expressing concern with the current health care proposals moving through Congress. The letter outlines the business community’s dedication to improving the nation’s health care system then explains how current legislation “would not improve the system, but jeopardize the parts of the system that currently work.”  It then outlines the three major concerns which include: a government-run plan that would increase costs and limit choice; an employer mandate that would kill jobs and lower wages; and a lack of any real effort to lower health care costs and “bend the cost curve.”  You can read the letter at: http://www.uschamber.com/chambers/090728_healthcare  

H.R. 3200 Affordable Health Choices Act 

The bill, projected to cost roughly $1 trillion over 10 years, would extend health coverage to 37 million more people, according to an analysis issued by the Congressional Budget Office (see http://www.cbo.gov).  

In the House…

White House and House Democratic leaders came to agreement on July 31 with conservative Blue Dog Democrats, the group of fiscal hawks on the House Energy and Commerce Committee who stalled action on the health care bill in the House.  House Minority Leader John Boehner (R-OH) said on July 23 that Republicans will have an alternative healthcare reform bill to offer and that they are “putting the final touches on [their] bill.” The 1,000-page bill agreed on by Democratic-controlled House committees would: 
· take an aggressive stance toward the insurance industry, prohibiting "discriminatory practices" such as refusing to sell policies to individuals who are already sick, excluding certain treatments from coverage, or charge people more because of their gender or health
· offer a government-sponsored “public option” insurance plan that would negotiate prices with providers, including allowing the government to negotiate directly with pharmaceutical companies under Medicare, a change from current law 
· expand insurance coverage by increasing Medicaid eligibility and 
· allow small businesses and individuals to shop for plans through new purchasing groups dubbed "exchanges"
· penalize individuals who did not purchase insurance by 2013 2.5% of their income, assisted by tax credits for people earning as much as 400% of the poverty level, or about $43,000 a year for an individual
· require employers with annual payroll over $500,000 (including “self-insured” employers) to provide a an adequate (as defined by the government) health insurance package to all employees or pay a fine of 2% to 8% of payroll

· reduce spending on federal health programs, primarily Medicare, which serves the elderly and the disabled
· impose a new tax on families earning more than $350,000 a year and individuals earning more than $280,000. The taxes, which would take effect in 2011, would affect about 2.1 million taxpayers, the nonprofit Tax Policy Center projected.  The Ways and Means Committee said the tax would apply to 1.2% of households and would raise $544 billion over 10 years.  The surtax would start at 1% on family income exceeding $350,000, 1.5% on income exceeding $500,000 and 5.4% on income exceeding $1 million. But the lower rates could rise again if the cost of health-care expansion exceeded expectations, to 2% and 3% respectively. Combined with the expiration next year of tax cuts enacted during the Bush administration, the surtax would drive the top federal tax rate to 45%, the highest level since lawmakers rewrote the tax code in 1986.     

In the Senate…

On July 15 the US Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee passed on a party line vote the 615 page Affordable Health Choices Act (Kennedy-Dodd Bill), a $600 billion health care reform proposal that would: 
· require businesses (including “self-insured” employers) to offer an “adequate” health insurance or pay a penalty of $750 a year for each full-time worker; businesses with 25 or fewer workers are exempted
· impose tight restrictions on the practices of insurance companies, with essential benefits recommended by a new Medical Advisory Council and no denial of coverage based on pre-existing conditions
· require all workers to purchase health insurance, enforced through tax penalty with hardship waivers available up to 400% of poverty level, or $88,000 for a family of four, 
· set up a “public option” plan to compete with private insurers that would pay doctors and hospitals based on what private insurers now pay, and 

· allow individuals and small businesses to purchase insurance through state-based purchasing pools called American Health Benefit Gateways.
The Senate Finance Committee then went to work on its own plan. The chairman of the Senate Finance Committee, Senator Max Baucus (D-MT) and the senior Republican on the panel, Charles E. Grassley (R-IA) said that members of the committee had made progress in their effort to forge a bipartisan proposal.  Grassley said the group agreed on how to achieve most of the larger policy goals, including: 
· barring insurance companies from denying coverage or increasing premiums based on pre-existing conditions 
· better managing treatment of costly chronic diseases like diabetes and asthma and creating payment incentives for doctors and other providers to work in collaborative teams, as part of so-called accountable care organizations
· lower income subsidies or expanded access to Medicaid; cuts in growth of Medicare reimbursement to providers; requiring wealthier seniors to pay more for prescription drug coverage under Medicare; and charging co-payments for clinical lab procedures 

· discarding the idea of a government-run insurance plan that would compete with private insurers, which the president supports but Republicans said was a deal-breaker; instead, they are proposing a network of private, nonprofit cooperatives and online “exchanges” where people can comparison-shop for insurance
· dismissing the House Democratic plan to pay for the bill partly with an income surtax on high earners because Republicans have insisted that any new taxes come from within the health care arena; as one option, Democrats have proposed an excise tax of as much as 35% on insurers who offer high-end insurance plans with values exceeding $25,000; other levies under consideration would hit drug companies, impose penalties on individuals who do not obtain health insurance, set a $2,000 cap on flexible savings accounts, pare back tax benefits of certain health savings accounts 
· dropping a requirement, included in other versions of the legislation, that employers offer coverage to their workers; employers that do not offer coverage may instead have to pay the cost of any government subsidies for which their workers qualify.
Committee negotiators say the outstanding issues include how to structure a Medicaid expansion to make it fair to individual states; how to establish subsidy levels to maximize assistance to the uninsured; and how to squeeze savings from Medicare without imposing an undue burden on seniors or compromising the quality of care.  The Finance Committee talks are of particular concern because they are the only lasting bipartisan negotiations in the five House and Senate committees that have considered health-care legislation. They could prove to be a critical road map for attracting the few GOP votes needed for a bill's passage in the Senate, as well as for rallying support among conservative House Democrats.  On July 31 Sen. Baucus said his committee might not approve a bill until mid September.   

The Critics…

According to a new study conducted by The Lewin Group for the Heritage Foundation examining the July 15 draft of the House version of the American Affordable Health Choices Act (http://www.lewin.com/content/publications/Lewin-HouseBillAnalysis-Heritage.pdf ), which called for the public plan to compensate providers at Medicare rates, approximately 103 million people (or their employers) would prefer to be covered under the new public plan and as a consequence about 83.4 million people would move from private insurance. This would represent a 48.4% reduction in the number of people with private coverage.  Yearly premiums for the typical American with private coverage could go up by as much as $460 per privately insured person, as a result of increased cost-shifting stemming from a public plan modeled on Medicare. How could this happen?
Most companies now pay 15% of payroll on health care.  Why wouldn’t they opt for the 8% penalty, drop coverage and move to the public plan, saving millions at taxpayer expense?  Wouldn’t an employee earning $40,000 opt to pay the 2.5% penalty for not buying insurance (about $1,000 a year or one month’s premium for a family plan) and then jump into the guaranteed-issue government plan only when needed?  With the “public option” plan paying providers at Medicare rates or a little more (40 – 50% of retail) how could private insurers paying 70 – 80% of retail ever compete on cost of coverage?  Wouldn’t the requirement that all insurance be purchased through the public “exchange” put out of business the private insurance agents who operate on about a 3% commission—and who would do the trouble-shooting they do?  The absence of deductibles, co-insurance or personal health accounts in this system means the consumer has no need to keep cost in check; the continuation of fee-for-service rather than payment bundled by treatment episode means providers have no financial interest in cost control either.  

Industry groups and consumer advocates on both sides of the issue have followed House and Senate members home to their states and districts in August with intensive advertising and public relations campaigns in an effort to sway votes. Interest groups on all sides of the debate have spent more than $57 million on television advertisements in six months, most of it in the last 45 days according to the Campaign Media Analysis Group. The US Chamber has called for support of Senator Baucus’ bi-partisan efforts in the Senate and support of the concerns of Blue Dog Democrats in the House.  Congressional debate this fall is likely to center on three issues: (1) whether to create a public insurance plan (2) how to pay for the legislation and (3) how much employers should pay (or be fined) for workers’ insurance.  A good summary of where the whole thing stands can be found on Politfact.com: http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/article/2009/aug/13/health-care-reform-simple-explanation/ 
 [New York Times, The Hill.com, US Chamber briefing, Heritage.org, John Torinus/Journal Sentinel, Wall Street Journal]
· The Washington Policy Center, a think-tank advocating market solutions to health care reform recently released three healthcare reform videos on the challenges facing our current healthcare system, the plan currently being considered by the U.S. Congress, and a “patient-oriented” approach to healthcare reform here: http://www.washingtonpolicy.org/ 
· After reviewing the merits of the program, President Barack Obama and U.S. Health and Human Services Secretary Kathleen Sebelius have officially granted Wisconsin Gov. Jim Doyle's request to extend SeniorCare, the state’s prescription drug program for seniors, into 2012.  The program was scheduled to end Dec. 31.  [Mil. Business Journal]
Labor & Workplace:

H.R. 1409 / S. 560  EFCA On July 17 a half-dozen moderate Democratic Senators convinced the party’s leadership to drop the so-called card-check provision that would have required employers to recognize a union as soon as a majority of workers signed cards saying they wanted a union. Currently, employers can insist on a secret-ballot election, a higher hurdle for unions. In its place, several Senate and labor officials said, the revised bill would require shorter unionization campaigns and faster elections.  Some business leaders hailed the dropping of card check, while others called the move a partial triumph because the bill still contained provisions they oppose.  Under the expected revisions, union elections would have to be held within five or 10 days after 30% of workers signed cards favoring having a union. Currently, the campaigns often run two months.  Business also opposes the bill’s provisions to have binding arbitration if an employer fails to reach a contract with a new union. Companies argue it would be wrong for government-designated arbitrators to dictate what a company’s wages and benefits should be.  One compromise that lawmakers are considering is to adopt baseball-style “final offer” arbitration, where both sides submit offers and the arbitrator picks one package offer or the other. Proponents of this style say the uncertainty creates an incentive for both sides to agree.  To further address labor’s concerns that the election process is tilted in favor of employers, key senators are considering several measures. One would require employers to give union organizers access to company property. Another would bar employers from requiring workers to attend anti-union sessions that labor supporters deride as “captive audience meetings.”  One union official said the revised bill achieves the three things organized labor has been seeking.  “Our goals,” the official said, “have always been letting employees have a real choice, having real penalties against employers who break the law in fighting unions, and having some form of binding arbitration to prevent employers from dragging their feet forever to prevent reaching a contract.”  Several union officials said that once the senators’ revisions became public, some union presidents who are card-check enthusiasts might attack the changes, call for scrapping the revisions and demand an up-or-down Senate vote on a bill with card check.  Union officials have urged the White House and Senate leaders to schedule a vote this month. But Senate leaders have told labor that the Senate is so preoccupied with health care legislation that September would be the earliest time to take up the pro-union legislation.  [Washington Post]
People:

The US Senate approved Supreme Court nominee Sonia Sotomayor August 6. [AP]
Regulation:

On July 16 the Obama administration sent Congress “shareholder bill of rights” legislation seeking to limit compensation at public companies by giving shareholders a say on executives’ pay packages and diminishing management’s influence on pay decisions.  The proposal is designed to ensure that boars of directors’ compensation committees are truly independent from company management.  Effective for all companies annual meeting held after December 15, the proposal also requires all public companies to give shareholders a nonbinding vote on executive compensation packages, and a separate vote on “golden parachute” severance packages if there is a merger or acquisition of the company, with clear disclosure to investors of the amounts they would receive.  Critics say the bill would give union-backed shareholders who hold a small interest in a company—as little as 1% of the shares—enormous leverage to promote their own agendas. It would require companies to allow, and essentially pay for, unions and other activist shareholders to run a competing slate of board candidates. [AP, US Chamber of Commerce]
Taxation & Budget:

· The US House on July 22 voted (265-166) to pass pay-go legislation, which would require the House to have adequate sources of funding for any new tax cuts or spending.  Republicans are tying to woo fiscally conservative Blue Dog Democrats. In a bid to attract those votes, Republicans, in their last chance to change the pay-go bill, put the Blue Dogs’ version of the bill to a vote.  “We are saying to those that are here that call themselves Blue Dogs that we want to work with you,” said Rep. Paul Ryan (R-WI). “You hold the keys to this – and to health care next week.”  The bid failed, 196 to 234, though Republicans picked up 19 Democratic votes. [Christian Science Monitor]

· The Senate on August 4 passed (80-17, Kohl & Feingold both yes) a $124.3 billion agriculture spending bill that adds millions of people to the food stamp rolls as rising numbers of the jobless are forced into the program.  More than two-thirds of the measure, $86 billion, goes for domestic food programs, including $61 billion for food stamps. In a surprising development, the Senate voted to add $350 million to the measure to lift milk price supports, the amount the government pays for surplus milk products, by an estimated $1.50 per hundredweight, which should inch milk prices higher.  The amendment, by Bernie Sanders (I-VT), barely prevailed on a 60-37 vote (Kohl & Feingold both yes). Sixty votes were required because the amendment broke budget rules.  Money for the federal school lunch program is going up 12% as well, while a popular program that gives additional food aid for poor children and pregnant women received a 9% increase in funding.  The bill also provides for a $3 billion Food and Drug Administration budget, a 14% increase designed to boost staffing for food and drug safety inspections. It gives an almost 40% increase to the Food for Peace program, which gives food aid to developing countries, increasing its budget to $1.7  billion.  The bill is the fourth of the 12 annual spending bills for agencies whose budgets are set by Congress each year. There is little hope Congress will meet the Oct. 1 deadline to complete the bills by the start of the 2010 budget year, although Senate leaders are hoping to avoid yet another omnibus appropriations bill that wraps all the remaining spending measures into one giant piece of legislation.  The House passed companion agriculture spending legislation last month. Tuesday's action by the Senate sends the measure into talks between the two chambers to resolve differences. [Journal Sentinel Online]
Trade:

· Four business groups representing major U.S. multinationals wrote to Senate Majority Leader Reid and Minority Leader McConnell on July 22, urging them to strip provisions in the House-passed climate change bill that could lead to tariffs on developing nations such as China and India. 'We urge the Senate to refrain from including provisions that could negatively impact U.S. relations with key trading partners and disrupt the global trading system,' states the letter from the Emergency Committee for American Trade, National Foreign Trade Council, U.S. Chamber of Commerce and United States Council for International Business.  [CongressDaily]
· US Chamber president Tom Donohue said July 26 that President Obama’s recent proposal to increase taxes on foreign earnings of U.S. corporations ironically would jeopardize his own plans to revitalize our slumping economy and put struggling Americans back to work.  A major component of this plan is a $52 billion tax hike on these companies, in effect, limiting their ability temporarily to defer tax on foreign income.  Today, virtually all foreign corporations are taxed under a territorial system. They are taxed on the money they earn in their home countries and taxed abroad on the money they earn in foreign countries. Unlike American companies, they are not taxed again when they bring their foreign income home.  To help American companies forced to compete with foreign companies that are not subject to such double taxation, Congress enacted a deferral provision.  Simply put, deferral allows American companies to delay paying the extra layer of tax on foreign income until it is brought home. Taxes on foreign income are still fully paid, but American companies get more flexibility with overseas cash flow.  We already know what happens when you repeal deferral — in 1986 Congress eliminated deferral for U.S.-flagged ocean carriers. U.S. shippers quickly saw a dramatic erosion of their market share, as many became acquisition targets for foreign-owned carriers.  Donohue said if we want to make American companies less competitive in worldwide markets, drive up consumer prices, and cause domestic job loss, then limiting deferral is the way to go; but if we want to keep American companies competitive and spur economic growth, limiting deferral is not the answer.
· On August 12, 2009, U.S. Trade Representative Ron Kirk announced the results of a World Trade Organization (WTO) dispute settlement report, which found that major Chinese restrictions on the importation and distribution of copyright-intensive products such as theatrical films, DVDs, music, books, and journals are inconsistent with China's WTO obligations. The WTO panel called on China to come into compliance with its obligations to allow U.S. companies to import these products into China and to eliminate the decimator requirements faced by imported products and their U.S. distributors in China. [Office of USTR]
Transportation:
The governors of eight Midwest states including Wisconsin have agreed to set up a steering committee to help prepare their bid for federal funds to pay for a regional high-speed rail network with Chicago at the hub.  Governors from five of the states met July 27 to sign a memorandum establishing the Midwest Rail Steering Group to coordinate application for a share of $8 billion in federal stimulus funds set aside for rail.  [AP]
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