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BOON OR BANE?

CRITICS WONDER WHETHER

WISCONSIN MANUFACTURERS

& COMMERCE DOES MORE

HARM THAN GOOD

DOES WMC DO MORE HARM

THAN GOQOD?

v Mike Ivey The Capital Times

It's become the most powerful business voice in the state, with pockets

deep enough to sway a statewide election.

And when the final numbers come in, Wisconsin Manufacturers &

Cormmerce will have spent an estimated $6 million on campaign Most Popular

advertising inthe pastyear: | i
# 12-year-old shoots 9-vear-old zister; ice to blame

That figure includes some 1.5 million in attack ads aimed at Madizon ¢ Man arrested on child porn charges

attarney Linda Clifford, who lost the April election to Washington County + Update: $500,000 Rutland home destroved by fire

Judge Annette Jiedgler foran open seat on the Wisconsin Supreme Court. « LW student ordered to stay away from Bazcom Hall

WhdiZ also poured money into Kovernber's attorney general race, helping ¢ Report: Big Ten Metwork reaches framework of deal with

Fepuhlican J.B. Wan Hollen defeat Demaocrat Kathleen Falk. Comoast
# Founder of Trek Bicycles, Richard Burke, dies at 73

But as those elections fade into memaory, some critics are wondering o LI men's hazketbal: Butch first-team &I10-Big Ten; five ather

whether WhC's approach - including its one-note drumbeat about Badoers honored

Wisconsin's taxes being too high - is doing maore harm than good to the ¢ Lucas: t's 'one-and-done time' of college hoops season

state's business reputation. + Teenzs nabbed in thefts on west, notth sides

& Warmth could bring flooding
"“What has WhMC done to grow the ecanarmy or create jobs inWisconsin™

asked state Demaocratic Party head Joe Wineke. "Absolutely nothing. it's too
biusy dragoing our palitical process into the gutter and spending millions of
dollars in nedative campaigh advertisements to warty about a positive
husiness climate”

WG is quick to counter those charges, arguing that getting involved in the
political process 1s central toits mission. The association - which has
seen its membership swell to a record 4,000 - has long advocated for
lowweer taxes, civil jJustice reform and regulatory relief.

Atthe same time, WhC Vice President James Buchen said the group is not
interested in playing cheerleader. He said the rale of hoosting business ar
recruiting companies to locate here belongs to organizations like Forward
Wisconsin or the state Department of Commerce.

"Ourjoh is to improve the overall product here so those guys actually have
something to sell” said Buchen.

Buchen also dismissed claims W is doing more to hurt the state's
husiness climate than improve it He said it's no secretWisconsin has one
ofthe nation's highest state tax burdens - at leastin terims of personal
income and property taxes,

Wiscansin ranked sixth nationally in total tax burden among the 50 states
lastyear, according to the Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance.

"It doesnt do us any good to put on rose-colored glasses" said Buchen.
"Allyou hawve to do is pick up the Wall Street Journal to see where we rank
hationally"

By contrast, Wineke said Gov. Jim Dovle has worked with members of both
parties, Chambers of Commerce, and business owners around the state
to bring "thousands of famiky-suppoding jobs back to our communities”

Whether either approach is doing that much to improve the state's
ecaonamic picture refmains open to debate. Wisconsin has struggled 1o shift
its economy from tradifional areas of manufacturing and agriculture to a
high-technology or "knowledge-hased” econarmy.

The state has lost more than 100,000 manufacturing jobs since 2000 and
fenw expect those johs to return. its largest city, Milwaukee, has been
especially hard hit and continues to lose not anly jobs but population.

[ 1960 Milwaukee was the 11th largest city in the United States, with maore
residents than San Francisco, Dallas or Phoenix Today it's fallen to 23rd
and it had the fourth largest population loss of any LS. city in the last
CRASUS,

Folitical insiders have speculated about a it among WhMC members who
don't agree with the association's parisan approach or its free-spending
campaign ways.

But Wi bhoard members interviewed by The Capital Times said they were
generally pleased with what they receive in return for their membership
dues, which start at a base rate of $360 and increase on a per-employee
hasis.

Tim Christen, CEQ ofthe Madison-based Virchow, Krause & Co.
accounting firm and treasurer of the WhC hoard, said the association is
getting its messade heard in spite of the criticism. Still, he wouldn't mind a
hit maore civility in the political process.

"Fersonally, just speaking as a citizen and not a Whc hoard member, I'd
like to see a little less polarized environment," he said. "But | think Whc is
doing a tremendous amount of good work in the state”

Christen is bullish on the Wisconsin husiness climate, saying the state
has a great story to tell, fram its top-notch educational system to a high
guality of life.

"I feel we have tremendous assets to offer” he said. "The danger is that
peaple with money can aklways move away if they think the tax burden is too
onerous.”

Madizon marketing executive Marsha Lindsay recently stepped down from
the Wi bhoard after more than 10 years of service hut she said it had
nothing to do with the group's direction.

"The Supreme Court race was cerainly a doozy but roy term expired in
Januan and it seemed a natural evolution to leave " she said.

Lindsay did express hope that the amount of maney spent in the Supreme
iZourt race would spark some refarm.

atill, some ohsemners say WMC's approach has taken a turn for the nasty in
the 20vears since Paul Hassett headed the organization. An "old school”
Fepublicanwho served under Goy. Warren Knowles, Hassett would often
remind business interests that investments in good roads, schools and
public sendices were vital to the state's economic well-heing.

"Wy owenn Teeling is that WhC has changed dramatically,” said Mike McCahe,
executive director of the Wisconsin Democracy Campaign, which
advocates for limiting special interest money in politics.

Indeed, in 19496 under current President Jim Haney, YWhiC pioneered the
use of phony"issue ads" inWisconsin politics, WhC: reportedly spent
F400,000 an ads thatyvear criticizing six Demaocratic candidates including
Senate Majority Leader Chuck Chyala. As a private membership
arganization, howeyer, Wi refused to sav where the money came fram.

"That's the prohlem," said Jay Heck, executive director of Commaon Cause,
a statewide good government group with some 4,000 members. "Groups
like WWhC don't have to disclose the source of their funding”

The guestion guickly spilled into the cours, with the state Elections Board
filing a lawsuit saving Whic: violated campaign rules by not disclosing who
paid for the media spots.

TheWisconsin Supreme Court in a split decision eventually ruled Whic
had not violated existing campaign finance laws, although it urged the
Ledgislature to write nesw rules clarifying which advedising would require
funding disclosures.

aince then, outside money has continued to pour into state political races
and WhC has heen among the most agaressive - although certainly not
the only - advocacy group to spend freely.

"I don'tthink it's a case of Wi changing as much as the tenor of the times
has changed," said John Tarinus, CEC of Setigraph in West Bend and a
langtimme WhiC board member. "FPolitics inWisconsin are a ot different than
they wwere 20 yvears ago.

Totinus said money has become "the edge of the wedge" that has hrought
=0 much divisiveness to bhoth elections and the legislative process.

“It's an arms race between a lot of groups," he said. "Youle got everyhody
from Right to Life to the Sierra Club involved.”

Fandy Smith, president of City Brewing Co, in La Crosse, has just begun
his first term on the YWhC: board and is guickly getting an education in the
hature of campaigning.

"I'm not a real political guy so | guess I'm a little troubled by what is going
an," said Smith, who has been instrumental in helping turn the former
Heileman Brewing Co. back into one ofthe largest emplovers in La
Zrosse,

amith said taxes and regulation are a concern far all business owners but
are certainly not the anly issue.

"Sure, taxes are important but they don't make or break us" he said.
Justwhere \Wisconsin ranks in terms of taxes is subject to interpretation.

A study released lastweelk by the Institute for Wisconsin's Future said
husinesses here pay a smaller share oftaxes than in 40 other states. The
study found that businesses inWisconsin pay about 35 percent of all state
taxes, according to Ernst & Young, compared to a nationwide average of 40
percent.

Those are the kind of figures that could actually help recruit more
companies to locate in Wisconsin.

But Rep. Spencer Black, D-Madison, said WhC has done so much
complaining abhout taxes and regulation that it's given the state a reputation
it may not desernve.

"So much of business is based an perception,” he said. "l think WhC has
hecome so blinded by its ideals that it's [ost sight of its original mission to
help business " ABOLIT WikiC

Wisconsin Manufacturers & Commerce, accaording to its Weh site

fmaand WM. org), is a statewide business association "working to advance
policies it helieves are in the public interest of the state and nation” It
counts some 4,000 members that include both large and small
fmanufacturers, service companies, Chambers of Commerce and
specialized trade associations. The group traces its roots to 1911 and is a
product of the merger of the Wisconsin Manufactuerers Association, the
atate Charmber of Commerce and the Wisconsin Council of Safety,
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