
WISCONSIN

EDITORS’ NOTE In 1986, Scott 
Walker moved to Milwaukee to at-
tend Marquette University. While 
in school, he worked for IBM be-
fore leaving school in his senior 
year to work full-time in develop-
ment for the American Red Cross. 
He was elected to the State Assembly 
in  1993 and chair ed  severa l 
committees and authored sev-
eral important pieces of legisla-
tion. In 2002, Walker was elected 
Milwaukee County Executive to re-
form the scandal-ridden county 
government. He cut the county’s debt by 30 per-
cent, reduced its workforce by more than 25 
percent, and authored nine consecutive bud-
gets without increasing the property tax levy 
from the previous year. Despite failing national 
and state economies, Milwaukee County re-
corded a budget surplus. On January 3, 2011, 
Scott Walker was inaugurated as Wisconsin’s 
45th Governor. He has proposed bold reforms 
that have eliminated the state’s $3.6- billion bud-
get defi cit without raising taxes, and has given 
school districts and local governments the tools 
to balance their budgets without the massive lay-
offs seen in other states. To date, these pro-
found changes have saved Wisconsin taxpayers 
more than $1 billion, which led to a drop in prop-
erty taxes on a median valued home for the fi rst 
time in 12 years. Governor Walker remains com-
mitted to helping Wisconsin’s private sector cre-
ate 250,000 jobs by 2015. On June 5, 2012, 
Walker became the fi rst governor in American 
history to win a recall election. He won the elec-
tion with more votes and by a higher percentage 
than he had won in 2010.

How economically strong is the State of 
Wisconsin today?

Overall, by a number of indicators, it’s 
strong and getting stronger every day.

Our unemployment is down for the right rea-
sons. We have a larger workforce – higher employ-
ment as well as lower unemployment – so it’s not 
an issue like it might be at the federal level with 
people giving up on the job search. We see in the 
recent numbers over 6,200 seasonally adjusted 
non-formulated jobs – those numbers are up.

In terms of private sector job growth, from 
April through December of 2013, we have had 
the best private sector job growth since 1994. So 
the economy is improving.

The other nice indicator is that 
personal income is up – we have seen 
year-to-year, a 4.4 percent increase in 
personal income, and the jump from 
second to third quarter last year was 
the fourth highest of any state in the 
country.

What success have you seen 
from your statewide initiative to 
help people fi nd jobs?

For us to continue recovery as a 
state, and for us to recover as a coun-
try, workforce development will be a 
key element.

What we have consistently seen in our 
state is that most weeks, we have close to 
50,000 jobs posted on a voluntary Web site called 
jobcenterofwisconsin.com.

Out of the nearly 50,000 jobs posted, many 
are in manufacturing and other related industries 
where there is a disconnect between the skills of 
those searching for jobs and the skills required 
by those looking to employ those individuals.

I put $100 million into my recent budget 
for worker training. It ranges from short-term 
multi-week courses where we do customized 
training, to more investment in our techni-
cal colleges or high-need areas, to a fl ex option 
with the University of Wisconsin to reduce the 
time and money it takes people to get a four-
year degree in ar-
eas like engineering 
and health care. It 
also promotes more 
money in our gradu-
ate schools for pri-
mary care physicians 
in two of our medi-
cal schools that target 
underserved areas.

Also, even before 
post-secondary educa-
tion, we put money in 
our schools as early 
as sixth grade to de-
velop academic and 
career plans so kids 
can start to think about 
their career options 
well before they reach 
high school, and also 
to put incentives in 
high schools for more 
technical education.

We have a shortage in many techni-
cal fi elds, and many employers state that not 
only is there a gap in fi lling these positions, but 
they are often stopped from taking on more 
work as a result of not having the qualifi ed 
workforce.

Why can’t we effectively reform K–12 
education and is the proper dialogue 
happening on that front?

Over the past three years, we have taken 
more giant steps forward in the education sys-
tem than Wisconsin has over the past 30 years.

We passed Act 10, which reforms collective 
bargaining in the state of Wisconsin. This ap-
plies to not just state employees, but also local 
governments, including school districts.

From a reform standpoint, schools are no lon-
ger forced to accept union contracts for anything but 
base wages – everything else is gone.  Schools can 
now hire and fi re based on merit – not seniority and 
tenure – and they can base pay on performance so 
we put the best and brightest in the classrooms.

This helps school districts balance their bud-
gets because they’re able to get more from pension 
and health-care contributions, although arguably 
much less than most of the private sector.

Now, principals can talk directly to teach-
ers and other staff without a union steward, and 
they can get things done. It’s much more posi-
tive in terms of reform.
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There is still plenty of 
work to be done, but it has 
had a tremendous impact, 
and we’ve seen that reforms 
have more than made up for 
the budget adjustments in 
schools over the past few 
years. They have been able to 
compensate for that in ben-
efits and reform.

Our ACT scores also con-
tinue to be some of the best 
in the country, and graduation 
rates are up.

Will the reforms help to 
attract and retain good young 
teachers?

I can’t tell you how many 
young teachers come up to me 
and say that they are thrilled with 
what I’ve done, and that doesn’t 
fi t the narrative in the state – they 
think all teachers must dislike me 
because of the reforms.

Many positions were opened 
for a lot of new and young 
teachers because some of the more senior 
teachers decided to leave. These new teach-
ers are excited to be judged based on their 
merit.

How has Wisconsin been able to enact 
so many tax cuts?

The overwhelming reason for us hav-
ing over $911 million in new revenue is a 
stronger economy based on more people 
working and more employers hiring; also, per-
sonal income is up.

The other part that goes in hand with that is 
also good fi scal management. We have reined in 
and managed costs in our state, which has been 
highly effective. Our pension systems are the only 
ones in the country that are fully funded; our 
per capita and debt ratio is one of the lowest 
in the country.

We have cut taxes over the 
past three years – $1.5 billion 
already; we reined in out-of-
control regulations so what we 
enforce is about common sense, 
not just about bureaucratic red 
tape. We pulled back on frivo-
lous lawsuits and we streamlined 
and reformed unemployment in-
surance in the state.

This has allowed us to help 
create an environment for eco-
nomic growth. We don’t create 
jobs but we create a better envi-
ronment for employers to create 
jobs and hire people.

Ou t  o f  o u r  s u r p l u s , 
about $100 mil l ion should 
go into the rainy day fund and 
the rest of it, about $800 mil-
lion, will go into property and 
income tax cuts, and into with-
holding changes so more of 
that money goes into the hands 
of the taxpayers.

How critical is it to continue to make 
infrastructure investments?

It’s benefi cial to those who are maintain-
ing transportation infrastructure. But beyond 
that, it’s important because so many key in-
dustries in our state, particularly when it 
comes to dairy and farming, logging, min-
ing, and even retail, are all heavily depen-
dent on a good infrastructure system. It’s a 
multi-modal transportation system with good 
roads and bridges, freight rail, and ports and 
airports.

This year’s budget has a $6.4-billion invest-
ment – about $800 million is new. In order to 
keep that up, we want to keep a strong infra-
structure system in place.

Is there an effective understanding of 
the Wisconsin brand today?

No. Except for Chicago, 
which is a global city, this 
has been a challenge for us in 
the Midwest. For example, al-
though Wisconsin is the num-
ber-one exporter of Ginseng to 
China, that’s something not a lot 
of people know. We are known 
for medical devices because of 
GE Healthcare. People do rec-
ognize the strong Midwestern 
work ethic. 

One positive that has re-
sulted from the challenges we 
went through over the past few 
years has been that a lot of em-
ployers across the country have 
seen that we’ve been willing to 
make big reforms to change our 
fi scal situation.

Will the close scrutiny of 
those in public service make 
it more difficult to attract 
young talent?

In the past, sometimes we 
felt the way to attract top talent 

was to tell them they’d have a job for life. But 
young people today are different – they want 
to feel they’re impactful.

In the future, you’re likely to see people 
come in and out of public service. So it makes 
sense to have employment opportunities that are 
more fl exible, more focused on meeting objec-
tives and the goal of the job, and less about rigid 
parameters.

Do you ever stop to appreciate all that 
you’ve already achieved?

I enjoy it the most when I go to businesses 
in my state and I can see the progress being 
made. When you savor it all, you see more rea-
son to work harder to do more.

When you see the impact you’ve had in 
various areas and all the attention that you 
have received in your current role, how do 

you react to that?
Not only am I flattered 

but I feel good about it. The 
reason people are bringing 
this up is not because I have 
given a spectacular speech 
or done something well re-
ceived – it’s because of what 
we have done together. We 
c r e a t e d  b i g  r e f o r m s  i n 
W i s con s i n .  I f  we  hadn’t 
pushed for reforms, and if 
those reforms hadn’t worked 
and weren’t in the process of 
working, no one would be 
singing our praises.

From the standpoint of 
being proud of our state and 
our reforms, I’m fl attered less 
on a personal level and more 
on a state level, because it 
means  we ’ re  do ing  good 
things and it’s all the more 
encouraging to keep doing 
them.•
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