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Wisconsin State Assembly Votes to Help Farmers in Final
Session Day

Bi-partisan support helps fast-track needed assistance

Thursday was the final scheduled session day of
the year for the Wisconsin State Assembly, and
lawmakers passed several measures, including
an income tax cut, and a package of bills aimed
at helping Wisconsin dairy farmers.

"We put together a package of what we think is a
broad swath of Wisconsin wants," said Assembly
Speaker Robin Vos, R-Rochester, before
Thursday's vote. "There is nothing in there that
should be partisan."

In recent months, both parties pushed bills aimed
at helping rural Wisconsin and farmers, in
particular. Governor Evers pitched an $8.5 million plan, made up largely of added state positions working 
on behalf of the agriculture industry. Republicans built on some of his proposals and rejected others in 
putting forth a $30 million plan that includes immediate assistance through health care tax cuts and grant 
programs.

One of the bills passed by the Assembly creates a new refundable tax credit to offset property taxes 
farmers pay on agricultural buildings. That proposal, which will cost the state an estimated $27 million per 
year, would sunset after 2022.

Other bills set aside $600,000 per year for dairy processor grants, and allow those who are self-
employed, including many farmers, to deduct the cost of their health insurance on their income tax bills. 
The state Department of Revenue estimates that would cost the state more than $9 million per year, with 
almost a third of the savings going to farmers.

One bill passed by the Assembly will require the University of Wisconsin System to study the current 
problems facing farmers and evaluate how the university, through existing curriculum and programs,
supports the industry, and require UW–Madison to conduct a research study on developing a science 
and technology program specific to agriculture.

Another bill creates a partnership among state agencies to promote Wisconsin dairy exports, working 
toward the goal of supplying 20 percent of the nation’s milk by 2026, and also increasing Wisconsin’s 
meat and crop product exports.

The bills now go to the full Senate for consideration and must be signed by Governor Evers to become 
law.



Tax Cut Proposal

The Senate and the Assembly this week also passed a $248 million tax cut proposal that is anticipated to 
save Wisconsin income tax filers an average of $106 per year. In addition to increasing the standard 
income tax deduction for all types of filers, the proposal would use about $45 million annually to exempt 
some items from businesses’ personal property taxes and pay down about $100 million in state debt. The 
tax cuts would be paid by tapping the state’s projected $620 million surplus.

The bill passed the Assembly Thursday morning by a vote of 65-34.

The tax-cut plan now goes to Governor Tony Evers’ desk for his signature, but he has been critical of the 
deal, saying he prefers to use the funds for another boost in education spending. The current two-year 
spending plan includes a more than $550 million increase to K-12 education, while the previous budget 
contained more than a $600 million raise.

Water Quality Bills

The Wisconsin Assembly this week also approved a $10 million package of 13 bills designed to combat 
groundwater contamination in the state.

The measures take a multi-faceted approach, including expanding conservation efforts, bolstering 
research and education efforts, and improving state laws and regulations. One bill accelerates 
Wisconsin’s water quality trading programs, which is expected to lead to a more economically sustainable 
path to improve the state’s water quality and provides the extra element of certainty and accessibility 
needed for farms, industry and wastewater treatment plants to drive sustainable change.

Republican and Democratic lawmakers called the bills passed Tuesday a good start, but said more needs 
to be done. The proposals contain recommendations from a water quality task force called by Assembly 
Speaker Robin Vos to address growing concerns about groundwater contamination in the state.

Anyone Can Be a Farmer?

Viral video gives Bloomberg campaign a black eye

The campaign of Democratic candidate for president Michael Bloomberg is scrambling to do damage 
control after a video surfaced early this week showing Bloomberg telling a crowd, “I can teach anybody –
even people in this room, so no offense intended – to be a farmer.”

Bloomberg made the statement on Nov. 17, 2016, while speaking to a group at the University of Oxford in 
England. In the clip circulating widely on social media, Bloomberg says, “I can teach anybody – even 
people in this room, so no offense intended – to be a farmer. It’s a process. You dig a hole, you put a 
seed in, you put dirt on top, you add water, up comes corn. You can learn that. Then you had 300 years 
of the industrial society. You put the piece of metal on the lathe, you turn the crank in direction of arrow 
and you can have a job. And we created a lot of jobs. At one point, 98% of the world worked in 
agriculture. Today it’s 2% of the United States.

Now comes the information economy and the information economy is fundamentally different because it’s 
built around replacing people with technology, and the skill sets that you have to learn are how to think 
and analyze. And that is a whole degree level different. You have to have a different skill set. You have to 
have a lot more gray matter. It’s not clear the teachers can teach or the students can learn. And so the 
challenge of society is to find jobs for these people.”

The reference to “gray matter” in particular struck a chord with many and resulted in a firestorm of 
criticism from both Republicans and those in his own party. Bloomberg’s campaign says the remarks 
were taken out of context, because the clip cuts off the preceding line in which Bloomberg said, “If you 
think about the agrarian society [that] lasted 3,000 years, we could teach processes.” The campaign says 
Bloomberg was not referring to current farmers.

In an ABC News poll completed about the time the video surfaced, Bloomberg ranked third among 
Democratic candidates for president with 14 percent of the vote. Bernie Sanders leads the poll by double 
digits with 32 percent, followed by Joe Biden with 17 percent.
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https://youtu.be/XankWqeYXTE


Wisconsin Legislators Express Support for Electric Co-ops
Interested in Broadband Expansion

During this year’s Education & Lobby Days in Madison in
January, electric cooperative leaders met with senators and
representatives to talk about priorities, including addressing
potential barriers to broadband expansion in rural areas.

Several other states have passed laws aimed at making it
easier for electric cooperatives to deploy broadband
networks. The legislation gives electric cooperatives the
ability to use easements for their electric poles for
broadband. This protects the co-ops from potentially having

to get permission from numerous landowners to attach fiber to the existing poles. Without the protection
under the law, in some states, an absentee landowner could potentially stall a project by seeking
additional compensation under the current easement. States including Indiana, Alabama, Colorado,
Georgia, Maryland, and Texas have passed similar laws.

WECA leaders are working with legal counsel to review Wisconsin’s current easement law to determine if
legislation is necessary to help co-ops interested in launching a broadband expansion project, partnering
with another entity, or allowing a third party access to infrastructure in the interest of bringing high-speed
internet to rural parts of the state that are underserved.

Several legislators, including Representative Warren Petryk (R-Eleva) and Representative Joan Ballweg
(R-Markesan), have expressed interest in authoring such a bill.

In a conversation with Condenser, here is what Rep. Ballweg said:

Rep. Ballweg: Broadband access allows people in rural areas to participate in our modern economy and
permits greater opportunities for all households to be more connected. I was encouraged by a recent
report that showed a high number of individuals in the City of Green Lake work from home, a percentage
almost as high as our big-city neighbors. Why? Because they have strong broadband connectivity with
the rest of the state.

Condenser: Do you think it’s important for electric cooperatives to be part of the process? Why/why not?

Rep. Ballweg: Our electric cooperatives are good stewards of resources and, because they are owned
by our neighbors, responsive to local consumer needs. These members and the elected board will be
drivers for the rural connectivity solution.

Condenser: Legal issues such as easements could pose a barrier. Why do you think it’s important to
clear the way to help expedite the process for those still waiting for broadband?

Rep. Ballweg: It is important to simplify the construction process by standardizing rules and permitting
processes. Reducing barriers to access and cutting burdensome red tape reduce the time to plan and will
get broadband access to users quicker and at a lower cost.

Condenser: Some states/utilities/industries/leaders only support minimal service speeds for people in
rural areas. What are your thoughts on this?

Rep. Ballweg: Rural citizens are not second-class citizens. Everyone wants expanded services and
speeds, which are easier to provide with the infrastructure of developed areas. However, that is why in
prior budgets, our broadband expansion dollars have been prioritized to be directed to underserved areas
for access to broadband – we are addressing the issue of fairness for all Wisconsin residents to have
higher service speeds.

Condenser: What is your goal (timeline) for extending broadband to all of rural Wisconsin?

Rep. Ballweg: We should already have statewide broadband! Since we don’t, we need to move forward
in the next legislative session on efforts to take advantage of federal and state grants as they are
available to allow our local, rural providers to plan for this needed expansion as soon as possible.
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Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E) took another lashing from a federal judge for falling behind on the 
potentially life-saving task of trimming trees near power lines in an attempt to prevent more forest
fires. The embattled investor-owned utility, which covers 40 percent of California’s population, is already 
on criminal probation due to safety violations from a natural-gas pipeline explosion that killed eight people 
in 2010.

U.S. District Judge William Alsup stopped just short of forcing the company to tie an executive bonus 
program entirely to safety goals, but keept the option on the table.

PG&E attorneys argued the company cannot find enough contractors to expedite work to trim or remove 
hundreds of thousands of trees growing dangerously close to live power lines.

PG&E sought federal bankruptcy protection last year, citing more than $30 billion in liability costs tied to a 
series of deadly wildfires in 2017 and 2018 that killed more than 100 people. It has so far agreed to pay 
more than $25 billion to settle claims from fire victims, insurers, and local governments and agencies.

There is an effort to take over the company and transition to a municipal utility or a co-op.

Meanwhile, PG&E customers are becoming increasingly disgruntled with rising electric bills. A recent 
review showed they pay twice the national average for power.

Wind and Solar Lead Generation Expansion in 2020

New electric generating capacity in 2020 will come primarily
from wind and solar, according to the U.S. Energy
Information Administration (EIA). EIA’s latest inventory of
electric generators shows renewables will make up 76
percent of the 42 gigawatts that will be added.

EIA expects 42 gigawatts (GW) of new capacity additions to
start commercial operation in 2020. Solar and wind
represent almost 32 GW, or 76 percent, of these additions.
Wind accounts for the largest share of these additions at 44
percent, followed by solar and natural gas at 32 percent and
22 percent, respectively. The remaining 2 percent comes from hydroelectric generators and battery
storage.
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