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As the State Legislature moves toward completion of this session, I wanted to express my strong support for several bills that will continue to move our state's agriculture economy forward.  These bills are likely to come before the Assembly over the next two weeks, and I urge swift passage of each of these bills that will create economic investment in our agriculture infrastructure and allow agricultural businesses to save money and create jobs.

Agriculture in Wisconsin is a $59 billion industry, with dairy accounting for more than $26 billion of that total. Wisconsin is America's Dairyland, ranking first in cheese production and second in milk production nationally.  Extending the Dairy Farm Modernization Tax Credit (Assembly Bill 756) is a key component to promoting continued investment in one of our state's foundation industries - dairy.  Before it expired, the Dairy Farm Modernization Tax Credit contributed to a revitalization in our state's dairy industry.  Tens of millions of dollars in dairy and livestock tax credits reflect private investments of over $500 million in the industry and are part of a total of $1 billion of farm level investments over a five year period.  The Dairy Farm Modernization Tax Credit allowed farms of all sizes to invest in their operations, modernize, and grow our milk supply.  At a time when dairy farmers have been hit by unprecedented low milk prices, extending the tax credit may provide an opportunity for recovery for farmers who choose to make investments now as they work to build back their businesses.  Extension of the Dairy Farm Modernization Tax Credit (AB 756) will allow producers the opportunity to make improvements on anything from barns, to milking parlors, to digesters, to fences, so they can hit the ground running as milk prices rebound.  The time is now to extend this investment opportunity for our dairy producers.

Wisconsin is also home to a strong food processing industry, ranking second nationally in production of vegetables for processing.  Our state ranks in the top three nationally in the production of cranberries, potatoes, and snap beans, carrots, sweet corn, and green peas for processing.  The Food Processing Plant and Food Warehouse Investment Tax Credit (Assembly Bill 757) will allow the businesses that process and distribute these and other commodities grown in our state to expand their operations, cut costs, invest in new technologies, save energy and create jobs.  It also strengthens our growing local foods industry by spurring investments in facilities to process and distribute locally-grown food to major local buyers such as schools, hospitals or restaurants.  AB 757 establishes a food processing and distribution tax credit equal to 10% of modernization and expansion costs in Wisconsin processing and distribution operations.  It assists businesses that are committed to improving their operations in our state and creating jobs.  It is patterned after the successful Dairy Manufacturing Investment Tax Credit ($600,000 in tax credits in year one and $700,000 in available tax credits in year two and thereafter) for businesses that invest in their facilities.  As a snapshot, last year 25 applicants for the Dairy Manufacturing Investment Tax Credit program (cheese producers, cheese packagers, butter makers and dairy product manufacturers) from across the state were eligible for $700,000 in tax credits which contributed to over $51 million in private investment in dairy manufacturing plants and created 237 new jobs.  That is real investment and real economic growth.  Given the strength of our food processing, distribution and warehousing industry in Wisconsin, AB 757 holds similar investment and job creation potential.  

Governor Doyle called for these two proposals as part of his State of the State address, and both AB 756 and AB 757 enjoy bi-partisan support with both bills receiving a unanimous vote from the Assembly Committee on Agriculture in February and from the Joint Committee on Finance last week.  The bills also enjoy strong support from Wisconsin's diverse agriculture industry.  

Also before the Assembly on Tuesday is Assembly Bill 746, the Farm to School Bill.  This bill establishes a statewide Farm to School Advisory Council and creates the framework for a statewide Farm to School Coordinator and a grants program. Farm to School pilot projects around the state have shown that serving our school children locally-grown food increases their consumption of fresh fruit and vegetables, both at school and at home, and provides a local market for our farmers. Additionally, Farm to School programs can play a role in helping battle childhood obesity and have been found to help improve academic performance.

Another priority for the remainder of this session is the Agricultural Producer Security Bill (Assembly Bill 717 and Senate Bill 527).  These companion bills make necessary improvements in our Agricultural Producer Security program, an important safety net for producers.  These bills strengthen the program by adding some reasonable restrictions on certain types of default claims against the Producer Security Fund.  Perhaps more importantly, these bills represent significant cost savings to many grain elevators and milk processors by relaxing some financial statement filing requirements and also introducing a more timely calculation of amount of security required for certain dairy processors.  The bottom line is that these bills represent about $1.5 million in cost savings to licensees.  With such significant cost savings, you can see why these bills have the support of the Agricultural Producer Security Council and several agricultural trade organizations.

Finally, rural Wisconsin is poised to lead the way on developing home grown renewable energy to power our future.  The Clean Energy Jobs Act (Assembly Bill 649 and Senate Bill 450) will provide tools to Wisconsin farmers to help create clean energy jobs. This legislation will make important investments in the agriculture industry, leading to job creation in this critical economic sector. 

As you close out the legislative session, I urge your swift approval of all of these proposals to stimulate investment and economic growth in our agriculture industry.  I appreciate your consideration of this request and thank you for your support of Wisconsin agriculture.
