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Equal Pay Day represents how far into the year women must work to earn what men earned in the 
previous year after. This year women had to work until April 14th to earn what men did before News Year Eve 
of 2014.  Groups like the American Association of University Women have been working since 1913 to enact 
laws to create a system of equal pay but it was not until 1963 national law was enacted.  Wisconsin has had an 
equal pay act on the books since 1945 however enforcement of the act is abysmal. In order to file a complaint 
because you have been discriminated against for wages, you must file in Federal court to enforce our state 
law. That just doesn’t make sense. 
 
 In 2009 the Legislature enacted the Equal Pay Enforcement Act which allows a wage discrimination 
claims to be filed in Wisconsin State Court. There is no special treatment for these claims, just the same 
threshold for other civil claims in our state where someone has been wronged in matters of money. 
Unfortunately 2011 Wisconsin Act 219 rescinded the Equal Pay Enforcement Act – obviously I opposed that 
proposal. We had finally started to make some headway with equal pay in the reality of the Wisconsin 
workforce. Median incomes for women as a percentage of male earnings rose by 3% in Wisconsin between 
2009 and 2010. Only four states in the US had higher increases. Wisconsin jumped 12 spots nationally in 
gender earnings parity.  
 

Our law change was working and not because there was some big lawsuit. It was just the knowledge by 
employers in Wisconsin that discrimination in wages would no longer be tolerated without the threat of a 
state lawsuit for enforcement. Women who are discriminated do not have the money or the expertise to file 
in Federal court. You should not have to hire a $250 an hour lawyers to receive equal pay to your male peers. 
It IS the law in Wisconsin that employers cannot discriminate, but it is the penalties that force them to be 
equitable and follow the laws. Having equal pay law on the books and an enforcement mechanism is the 
carrot with stick approach that seems to be needed to make employers follow the law. We all want to do the 
right thing and the potential for a penalty sometimes makes that easier. 

 
Women make up half the work world in Wisconsin and they deserve the equal pay to do it. The wage 

gap in Wisconsin deprives our economy of at least $8 billion dollars per year. 231,000 families in Wisconsin 
have women as the head of household; imagine what would change for those families and our economy in 
general if women and men were paid equally as they are required to be.  

 
There does not need to be a huge lawsuit to change the practice, we saw that when we created even 

the possibility of a lawsuit in Wisconsin court. We can do better for half of our workforce. We should enact 
Equal Pay Enforcement again. If you would like more information on women in the workforce and pay equity 
please contact my office at 608-266-6670 or 888-549-0027 or sen.erpenbach@legis.wi.gov  
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