
 

1 
 

 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Department of Workforce Development's Testimony on the 2021-2023 Budget Bill 

Provided by Secretary-designee Amy Pechacek 
To the Committee on Joint Finance 

Tuesday, April 6, 2021 
10:00 am 

State Capitol, 412 East 
 

 
Thank you Co-Chairs Born and Marklein, and members of the Joint Committee on Finance for the 
opportunity to testify before you today in support of Governor Evers' 2021-2023 Biennial Budget Bill, 
particularly the provisions related to the Department of Workforce Development (DWD) and economic and 
workforce recovery initiatives. I am Amy Pechacek, DWD Secretary-designee, and I am joined today by 
Deputy Secretary Robert Cherry, Assistant Deputy Secretary Danielle Williams, and Director of DWD's Office 
of Budget and Policy Anne Olson. 
 
Over the past year, our state and nation dealt with an unprecedented public health crisis. The global spread 
of COVID-19 shut down travel, closed businesses, and caused hundreds of thousands of people in 
Wisconsin alone to lose their employment. Most of those individuals, whether they were employees, 
independent contractors, or self-employed, were forced to rely on unemployment insurance (UI) benefits to 
help them get by--and they sought help from DWD--all at once.  
 
I appreciated the opportunity to speak with this committee at length in February about the challenges DWD 
faced over this past year with the unprecedented need to assist unemployed Wisconsinites. I also appreciate 
the recognition by this committee, the full legislature, and the Governor that our antiquated and complex UI 
systems are in dire need of modernization with the enactment of 2021 Wisconsin Act 4. It is through our work 
together, and many of the provisions in the Governor's biennial budget bill that will help our agency and our 
state to recover, and do so better than ever, so that we can avoid issues in the event of a future recession or 
other extraordinary need for Wisconsinites to access the levels of service required during the current 
pandemic.  
 
As DWD has worked to recover from such extraordinary challenges, we know that our agency plays a critical 
role in Wisconsin's overall economic and workforce recovery and growth. We recently released the latest 
unemployment figures as determined by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, and Wisconsin's rate in 
February 2021 was 3.8%. The nation overall is at a 6.2% unemployment rate. Though down tremendously 
from last year's historic high, we are still above the 3.2% we were at in February 2020. Economic recovery 
and strategies to get people back to work are now more important than ever.  
 
DWD is focused on assisting with Governor Evers' statewide economic recovery plan and achieving our 
mission to meet Wisconsin's diverse workforce needs and advocate for the protection and economic 
advancement of all Wisconsin workers, employers, and job seekers. Prior to the pandemic, we were all 
talking about employers' struggles to fill open positions with skilled workers, how certain people in our state 
were being left behind, and how advancing technologies and an aging workforce were only going to make 
matters worse. Unfortunately, those issues still exist. But on top of those, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
exacerbated existing economic disparities and has also likely had a permanent impact on certain industries, 
resulting in disproportionate effects on certain communities across our state.  
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Governor Evers' Badger Bounceback Biennial Budget focuses on bolstering and growing DWD's existing 
workforce development programs, such as Wisconsin Fast Forward, and offers innovative opportunities to 
support workers and employers as they adjust to the new economic realities. The budget makes an 
immediate investment supporting individuals, businesses, and organizations affected by the pandemic with 
$10 million in Wisconsin Fast Forward grant funding. As most of you know, Fast Forward grants fund 
business-led skills training programs to assist employers train new and incumbent workers, as well as to 
ensure meaningful economic advancement for trainees. 
 
DWD has already seen how Wisconsin Fast Forward grants have helped Wisconsin workers this year. For 
example, 40-year old Cale Greig was making decent money bartending, enjoying life in Wausau with his wife 
and two sons. And then the COVID-19 pandemic hit. Cale, like so many other Wisconsinites, soon found 
himself applying for unemployment benefits and struggling to afford his monthly bills. Soon, he was dipping 
into the family's savings and realized that he needed a change. 

Today, Cale is getting that change – on-the-job training in a new career – made possible with funding from 
the Wisconsin Fast Forward program. Cale is part of a hands-on training program in auto collision repair 
offered in partnership with the Wisconsin Automotive & Truck Education Association and Northcentral 
Technical College. Eventually, he'll earn an auto collision fundamentals certificate and the chance to enroll in 
an advanced-level certificate program. An increased investment in Wisconsin Fast Forward through the 
biennial budget will help so many folks like Cale who lost their jobs and need training for new career 
opportunities. 
 
Preparing workers for career advancement or new careers entirely has always been a priority for DWD--the 
COVID-19 pandemic and its effects on the type and location of jobs in certain areas only underscores the 
importance of this focus. According to recent monthly data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, Wisconsin's 
employment has decreased by over 164,000 jobs over the year, with many of those decreases occurring in 
the service-providing sector. Reskilling and retraining workers is critical for recovery, and the Governor's 
budget reflects this priority by directing $1 million over the biennium to support worker training and placement 
in Green careers. As our economy advances and our energy sources are diversified, we will need workers to 
fill good-paying green industry jobs. DWD is excited to support their training and placement efforts through 
Governor Evers' Wisconsin Fast Forward Green Energy worker training directive.  
 
DWD is also looking to our local partners to assist with providing workforce services that will address specific 
needs of a community. The budget bill allocates $8 million to local workforce boards to fund pandemic 
recovery efforts that target the specific needs of employers and workers in their region. The programs funded 
will emphasize training, skills development, and economic recovery for individuals and businesses, but are 
intended to be flexible so that the local boards can create and promote programs that meet the unique needs 
of their communities. We anticipate these funds will support virtual and in-person job training, employment 
navigators, skills assessments, transportation, soft skill development, and career or talent search services; 
however, we know the Boards will be creative in launching programs that will efficiently help workers return 
to their local labor market. 
 
The budget also bolsters local Workforce Boards with $200,000 in one-time funding to undertake a statewide 
recruitment initiative to promote and connect individuals with nurse aide instructional programs and 
employment opportunities. These additional funds will allow local boards to hold healthcare career 
recruitment events and the creation of a free, four-hour course that explores career opportunities within the 
field of human services or health care delivery. Especially over the past year, we recognize the importance of 
filling critical health care positions. 
 
Beyond expanding our existing programs, the 2021-2023 Biennial Budget bill supports Wisconsin's recovery 
efforts through other innovative and critical programs, like our Wisconsin Worker Connection Pilot program. 
The budget provides about $10 million over the biennium to create a customer-centric program that removes 
barriers to employment and connects Wisconsinites to training, supportive services, and employers that are 
ready-to-hire. The Worker Connection program is modeled after the evidence-based practices from Ohio’s 
WorkAdvance Model and DWD’s own experience with the PROMISE grant. 
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As you all know, Wisconsin has a lot of very successful programs that aim to help people reach their 
employment goals. Whether they are administered by DWD, local workforce boards, nonprofits, or technical 
colleges, there are many great programs out there for people. 
 
There are also many supportive services available to help people succeed. However, not everyone knows 
about them. And, even if they do, it can be difficult to figure out how to access them and jump through all the 
hoops necessary to take advantage of them, especially if you’re already working or if you have caregiving 
responsibilities. Plus, there can be social stigma associated with actively seeking out assistance.  
 
For these reasons and more, we know that even though Wisconsin already offers a lot of wonderful services 
to our residents, there are many people who we are not currently reaching, but who could benefit from our 
services. Often, these are the working poor. Imagine the single mom who may be working 2-3 minimum 
wage jobs, who is clearly motivated to do right by her family, but she might not have the time, money, or 
energy to figure out what other opportunities may be available to her and how she could possibly afford to 
access them given all her current responsibilities. There are also people who may be getting by with one low-
wage job, as long as they also stay eligible for state-funded public assistance programs. They worry about 
taking a leap to that next step that sets them up for a better future because, while it might pay a little more 
now, it is not enough to cover all of the new health care or childcare expenses that they would have to start 
paying out of pocket. 
 
Under the Worker Connection program, we will connect people with career coaches who will help them 
navigate the workforce system and the many local opportunities that are already available to help make them 
successful. These career coaches will be based out in the community so that people can meet them through 
the local nonprofit organizations that they already know and trust. They wouldn’t need to come to us, “the 
government,” for help. 
 
Coaches will help identify a career pathway available in Wisconsin that offers the wages and benefits 
necessary to support their basic needs, invest in their future, and actively engage with their families and 
communities. The coaches will facilitate assessments and connect them with appropriate training providers. 
They can also assist them with filling out any application requirements or grant requests.  
 
One particular service that will be available to them is In-Demand Sector-Focused Training. The coaches will 
work with local industry partners to develop a training program that will meet the needs of participating 
employers. These employers will commit to hire directly from the program cohort, knowing that the customers 
will be vetted ahead of time by their coach to ensure they will be successful on the job. Not all participants 
will self-select into this sector training, so career coaches will help them find the right fit through other 
opportunities in the workforce system, leveraging any existing funding resources behind the scenes.  
 
Beyond job and training opportunities, the coaches will also help the customer address any barriers that 
might prevent them from completing their training or successfully finding and keeping a job. For example, 
access to childcare, transportation, mental health issues, are all common reasons that people end up quitting 
a program or get let go early on at a job. The coaches can help assess these issues and then help the 
person apply for and access any resources that may be available to address them. The coach will remain a 
resource even after the person gets hired so that they can check in and address any new issues that may 
come up. 
 
While we are certainly focused on preparing our workforce for the jobs of the future, we must not forget the 
struggles so many of our family members, friends, and neighbors experienced over the past year when they 
needed to access the unemployment insurance (UI) system. I am pleased with how DWD's work to 
modernize Wisconsin's outdated computer system has progressed since I was last before you, but there is 
certainly more to do.  
 
Last week, we rolled out an upgraded UI claims portal with better and more user-friendly functionality and 
new features, like the option to securely upload select documents, directly receive messages from claims 



 

4 
 

 

specialists, and sign up for text notifications. We also shared with you how DWD and the Department of 
Administration have worked rapidly to move forward with undertaking the project to fully modernize the UI 
system, utilizing authorized procurement flexibility to more rapidly secure meaningful results for the people of 
our state, ahead of the schedule set forth in Act 4.  
 
DWD has signed a Memorandum of Understanding to receive no-cost preliminary consulting services from 
U.S. Digital Response (USDR), a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization focused on helping governments 
respond quickly and efficiently to support critical public needs. USDR will help lay the framework for DWD's 
modernization project, including developing short- and long-term goals and plans. We also took advantage of 
$2.4 million in new federal funding that became available on March 8, and signed a $1.2-million-contract on 
March 16 with 18F, which is part of the Technology Transformation Services (TTS) in the federal 
government's General Services Administration. 18F will develop specific requirements and help build our 
requests for proposals from potential vendors for the next phases of the comprehensive UI modernization 
project. We are taking an agile approach to modernization, prioritizing immediate needs first and bringing in 
vendors that can begin updating pieces of the massive IT infrastructure right away. 
 
We are beginning the project with an expedited competitive purchase of an integrated cloud-based 
communications center that will allow people to easily access claims information by phone 24 hours a day, 
seven days a week. The system will offer seamless integration of a telephony system with customer 
relationship management, workforce optimization, and reporting solutions. We are addressing this 
component first because of the impact the Department's call center has had on individuals' ability to file 
claims and to have their claims processed and benefits paid in a timely manner. This update will also provide 
DWD with the tools needed to efficiently respond to program changes and better monitor and analyze agent 
performance. You all have heard directly from your constituents about the issues they experienced when 
they were not able to connect with an agent early in the pandemic and read more about the issues in last 
year's Legislative Audit Bureau report. Of course, these issues were not new. The LAB had flagged many of 
these issues back in 2014 as well. This component of the technology systems used for processing and 
paying claims is one of the most public-facing pieces of the project. We hope that by completing this upgrade 
first, we will help rebuild the public's confidence in the UI system. 
 
While our rapid and innovative approaches to initial modernization are helpful, the reality is, the UI system 
needs a massive overhaul. This is why Governor Evers' budget proposes to dedicate nearly $80 million to UI 
modernization. While we are certainly committed to utilizing federal funds first, these dedicated state funds 
will ensure that our modernization efforts happen without delay and that we will be able to deliver a high 
quality and effective UI claims process. Coupled with the proposed program and policy changes that will help 
us make UI determinations quicker and ensure Wisconsinites can access this needed income when they are 
out of work through no fault of their own, whether in times of economic crisis or stability. 
 
The Governor's Badger Bounceback budget works to address other disparities and support workers 
throughout Wisconsin by making gradual and necessary increases to the state's minimum wages, reinforcing 
employment protections and workers' rights, expanding Wisconsin's family and medical leave provisions, and 
ending discrimination by "banning the box" and including gender identity and expression in key equal rights 
requirements. The budget further supports our equal rights work with $70,000 over two years to fund the 
development of a new online form for equal rights complaints. Just like with our UI system, it is important that 
we offer the public this now mainstream way to contact our agency. 
 
Recovering from the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic is central in the Governor's budget bill and that 
includes a focus on making sure Wisconsin's young people are better off than before the pandemic. 
Governor Evers believes that what’s best for our kids is what’s best for our state, and that begins with 
education. DWD shares this belief, and whether it's connecting young adults to comprehensive training 
opportunities, degree programs through the technical college system, or engaging in apprenticeships, we 
work to support the next generation of Wisconsin's workforce. Fundamental to this goal is the budget's 
investment in DWD's Youth Apprenticeship with a $250,000 increase in each year of the biennium.  
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This increase will sustain and expand the statewide grants program to the benefit of so many young people, 
like Sarah Klein of Milwaukee, who see the apprenticeship pathway as the right path for them. Prior to 
graduating from high school last May, Sarah engaged in work and on-the-job training as a Manufacturing 
Basic Industrial Equipment youth apprentice at Harley Davidson. But it didn't end there. Despite the 
pandemic, Sarah was able to transition into her current rank of registered apprentice at Harley by using 
DWD's youth-to-registered-apprenticeship Bridge Program. She is now one step closer to fulfilling her 
professional goal of becoming an industrial electrician. 
 
Governor Evers’ budget makes important and substantial state investments to support DWD's role in 
Wisconsin's economic recovery and growth. The budget funds rapid and innovative solutions to address the 
critical issues facing our state. Whether through modernizing our systems and services, advancing industries 
and supporting employers, to ensuring workers' rights and protections, we will help strengthen our state's 
workforce and economy. We will connect workers with comprehensive training opportunities that will allow 
them to advance within their current industry or explore completely new careers. We will also connect 
employers who are hiring with new available talent so that they may grow and expand their businesses in 
Wisconsin.  
 
As the pandemic has likely made long-term changes to industries and how work gets done, the 2021-2023 
biennial budget helps us finds solutions to address newly emerging workforce needs and helps DWD 
innovate, adapt, and grow. 
 
Thank you for your time. 
 
 
 


