
TO:               All Legislators 

FROM:         Senator LaTonya Johnson 

DATE:          June 24, 2019 

RE:                Co-sponsorship of LRB-0891 relating to: The Wisconsin Opportunity Act to 

support poverty fighting efforts in our state. 

DEADLINE: Monday, July 15 at 5:00 p.m. 

In 1964, Congress declared war on poverty with the passage of the Economic Opportunity Act 

"to eliminate the paradox of poverty in the midst of plenty in this nation by opening to everyone, 

the opportunity for education and training, the opportunity for work, and the opportunity to live 

in decency and dignity." 

Many of the programs that were born out of that first effort are still with us today, and yet, as 

shown by the UW Institute for Research on Poverty's 11th Annual Wisconsin Poverty Report, 

even amidst a decade-long economic expansion and historically low unemployment rates, 

thousands of Wisconsin families are living in poverty. 

This omnibus bill aims to provide field-tested policies and updated programmatic investments to 

reduce poverty and fundamentally improve people's economic circumstances.  It furthers the goal 

of addressing multiple barriers to achieving economic stability by providing a flexible range of 

housing, health, job training, transportation, and income supports. The proposal is the result of 

extensive consultation with stakeholders and local communities and features fundamentally 

sound practices for improving the lives of low and moderate-income households across the state, 

in rural, urban and suburban communities alike. 

• The Institute for Research on Poverty reports that more than 1 in 10 Wisconsinites live in 

poverty, with the elderly representing the fastest growing segment of the population. 

• In 2018, the Department of Public Instruction identified more than 19,000 homeless children and 

youth throughout the state; 

• While unemployment remains low, housing costs have increased out of proportion to income; 

• 306,000 low-income Wisconsin renters pay more than half their income for housing; 

• 37.5% of Wisconsinites struggle to afford to afford the necessities of housing, child care, health 

care, food, and transportation, according to the 2018 United Way ALICE Study of Financial 

Hardship. 

If you would like to co-sponsor LRB-0891, please contact Sen. Johnson's office at 6-2500 

by Monday, July 15th at 5:00 p.m. 

  

Analysis by the Legislative Reference Bureau 

HOUSING STABILITY 

Under current law, the Department of Administration provides housing grants to counties, 
municipalities, community action agencies, and private organizations for the purpose of 

https://www.irp.wisc.edu/resource/wisconsin-poverty-report-2017/


providing housing and associated supportive services to homeless individuals and families 
in order to facilitate the movement of homeless persons to independent living.  This bill 
provides an additional $1,800,000 in the 2019-21 fiscal biennium to fund that grant 
program. 
  
This bill increases funding for DOA to award grants for the purpose of supplementing the 
operating budgets of agencies and shelter facilities related to providing shelter to the 
homeless.  The bill provides an additional $700,000 in each fiscal year of the 2019-21 fiscal 
biennium for that purpose. 
  
This bill also increases funding for DOA to award grants to persons or families of low or 
moderate income to defray housing costs.  The bill provides an additional 
$220,000 in each fiscal year of the 2019-21 fiscal biennium for that purpose. 
  
This bill requires the Interagency Council on Homelessness to do all of the following every 
two years: 
1.  Review all of the state's housing and homelessness-related programs. 
2.  Identify ways in which DOA and other state agencies specified in the bill and the 
Wisconsin Housing and Economic Development Authority can increase access to services 
for homeless individuals and families, including homeless children and youths as defined 
under federal law. 
3.  Advise each of the state agencies specified in the bill and WHEDA to revise any policy or 
practice that the council determines impedes homeless individuals and families from 
obtaining services. 
  
This bill requires WHEDA to issue up to $1,000,000 in bonds to make grants directly to 
individuals and families or to one or more local housing authorities for the purpose of 
providing rent assistance to individuals and families who are in danger of being evicted. 
  
This bill requires the Department of Public Instruction to annually issue a report to the 
legislature on the number of homeless children and youths in the public schools of this 
state.  Under the bill, "homeless children and youths" is defined by reference to federal law 
providing homeless assistance. 
  
This bill requires WHEDA to annually issue a report to the legislature on the number of 
households with worst case housing needs in this state.  "Households with worst case 
housing needs" is defined in a manner consistent with that used by the federal Department 
of Housing and Urban Development.  The report must include data and demographic 
information on these households, analysis of the impediments to obtaining affordable 
housing, and recommendations on how to improve state and local programs to assist these 
households with their housing needs. 
  

This bill creates a two-year pilot program that gives priority to homeless children and their 
families, as defined under federal law, on the waiting list that WHEDA, or a public housing 
agency that contracts with WHEDA, maintains under the federal Housing Choice Voucher 



Program.  Under the bill, WHEDA is required to develop policies and procedures for the 
pilot program. 
  

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT AND JOB AND INCOME SUPPORTS 

This bill increases funding by $799,400 in each fiscal year of the 2019-21 fiscal biennium to 
supplement, on a one-to-one matching basis, federal employment opportunity 
demonstration project funds and funds from other federal and private foundation sources 
for job creation and development for individuals with low incomes.  The program funded 
by these funds is commonly referred to as the Job and Business Development Program. 
  
Under current law, the Department of Children and Families must distribute grants to 
community action agencies to provide skills enhancement services, including access to 
transportation, child care, career counseling, job placement assistance, and financial 
support for education and training.  This bill provides an additional $500,000 in each fiscal 
year of the 2019-21 fiscal biennium for that purpose. 
  
This bill requires the Department of Workforce Development to establish a pilot program 
that offers job and employment services for individuals receiving housing vouchers or 
receiving services from state-funded homeless shelters.  The bill requires the pilot program 
to offer services similar to those offered under the existing Transform Milwaukee Jobs and 
Transitional Jobs programs in current law.  The bill funds the pilot program with $500,000 
in each fiscal year of the 2019-21 fiscal biennium.  Under the bill, the pilot program sunsets 
on June 30, 2021. 
  
Under current law, DCF must distribute grants to community action agencies to provide 
skills enhancement services, including access to transportation, child care, career 
counseling, job placement assistance, and financial support for education and 
training.  Under this program, a community action agency may provide these services to 
individuals who work at least 20 hours per week and whose earned income is at or below 
150 percent of the poverty line.  This bill increases the earned income threshold for 
eligibility to 200 percent of the poverty line. 
  
Under current law, the Department of Transportation may award grants to public and 
private organizations for the development and implementation of demand management, 
ride-sharing, and job access and employment transportation assistance programs. This bill 
increases the amount of state monies appropriated for the development and 
implementation of job access and employment transportation assistance programs by 
$249,450 in each year of the 2019-21 fiscal biennium. 
  
Under the federal Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act of 2014 (WIOA), federal 
funds are allocated to the state and, in turn, to local workforce development areas 
designated by the governor to provide employment and training activities for job seekers 
and workers.  The WIOA repealed a prior law known as the federal Workforce Investment 
Act of 1998 (WIA), which contained a number of similar provisions.  To receive funding 
under the WIOA, the governor must establish a state workforce development board.  This 
bill requires the board to identify certain populations for services under their WIOA 



strategic plans.  The populations to be included are:  1) homeless individuals from ages 18 
to 24; 2) certain children placed in out-of-home care; and 3) homeless adults. 
This bill repeals a provision concerning review and approval of certain matters regarding 
assistance to dislocated workers that was administered as part of the WIA, but that no 
longer exists.  In addition, the bill updates references to the United States 

Code sections regarding WIOA. 

  

COMMUNITY ACTION AGENCIES 

This bill provides a 25 percent match from state funding to the federal community services 
block grant, which funds the work of community action agencies. 
A community action agency is an entity that provides services such as employment or 
housing assistance, financial planning, or educational services to individuals whose income 
is at or below 125 percent of the federal poverty line and that works to combat poverty in 
the community that it serves. 
  
This bill also requires the Department of Health Services to establish a grant program to 
provide grants to community action agencies to enable them to respond to the needs of 
communities and low-income families and individuals in crisis resulting from opioid 
addiction-related issues.  Through the program, DHS is required to endeavor to expand and 
support effective community efforts to identify and respond to causes and consequences of 
opioid misuse and addiction experienced by low-income individuals, families, and 
communities.  Under the bill, DHS shall award grants of at least $25,000 and up to $250,000 
per year.  The bill sets out criteria DHS must use in awarding grants, as well as 
characteristics of applications to which DHS must give preference.  Grants under the bill 
may not be more than three years in duration unless approved by the DHS secretary. 
  

PUBLIC ASSISTANCE ADVISORY COMMITTEE 

This bill requires DHS, in consultation with DCF and DOA, to create an advisory committee 
to review proposed legislation and proposed requests for approval from the federal 
government of changes to public assistance programs and to review performance data 
outcomes and costs of changes to public assistance programs after federal approval of 
changes to those programs.  The bill specifies participants DHS must appoint to the 
advisory committee.  The bill also requires a state agency that administers a public 
assistance program to hold a public comment period before developing language for a 
proposal to waive federal law and to conduct no fewer than three public hearings on the 
proposed waiver before submitting to the federal government.  The agency may not submit 
the request on the proposed waiver without prior approval of the proposed waiver request 
by the Joint Committee on Finance. 

  

SOBER LIVING AND MENTAL HEALTH 

This bill requires DHS to encourage the development, expansion, and quality control of 
networks of sober living residences and to allocate moneys to create a revolving loan fund 
for establishing sober living residences or a network of sober living residences or to award 
grants for purposes specified in the bill. 



This bill requires DHS to award grants to entities or groups that meet its qualifications to 
perform research projects on mental health issues and access to mental health services in 
rural areas of the state. 
  

NONEMERGENCY MEDICAL TRANSPORTATION SERVICES 

This bill requires DHS to determine and implement a reimbursement rate for 
nonemergency medical transportation services for Medical Assistance recipients who are 
nursing home residents that is the same as the prevalent brokerage reimbursement rate 
applied to other nonemergency medical transportation services for Medical Assistance 
recipients. 
  

HOUSEHOLD AND DEPENDENT CARE SERVICES EXPENSES TAX CREDIT 

This bill creates a nonrefundable individual income tax credit for certain expenses for 
household and dependent care services, based on a similar federal credit.  Under current 
federal law, there exists a tax credit for expenses for household and dependent care 
services necessary for gainful employment.  Generally, the federal credit is a nonrefundable 
individual income tax credit that may be claimed by an individual for employment-related 
expenses for household services and dependent care services for a qualifying 
individual.  Because the credit is nonrefundable, it may be claimed only up to the amount of 
a taxpayer's tax liability. 
  
Generally, under federal law, a qualifying individual is someone who has the same principal 
place of abode as the claimant for more than one-half of the year, is the claimant's 
dependent, and is 1) a child age 12 or under; 2) a child age 13 or older who is incapable of 
self-care; or 3) the claimant's spouse who is incapable of self-care. 
The credit may be claimed for expenses to enable the claimant to be gainfully employed or 
actively search for gainful employment.  Generally, allowable expenses for a qualifying 
individual under federal law include costs for in-home care or daycare, nursery school or 
preschool programs, and before-school and after-school care for school-age 
children.  Depending on the claimant's adjusted gross income, the credit may be worth 
between 20 percent and 35 percent of the claimant's allowable expenses, up to a maximum 
annual amount of $3,000 if there is one qualifying individual and up to $6,000 if there are 
two or more qualifying individuals. 
  
This bill creates a nonrefundable individual income tax credit based on the federal tax 
credit for expenses for household and dependent care services.  Under the bill, an 
individual who is eligible for and claims the federal tax credit for expenses for household 
and dependent care services may claim the same amount as a nonrefundable credit on his 
or her Wisconsin income tax return. 
  
Under the bill, the Wisconsin credit may not be claimed by a part-year resident or 
nonresident of this state. 
  

TRANSPORTATION 

Under current law, DOT provides state aid payments to local public bodies in urban areas 
served by mass transit systems to assist the local public bodies with the expenses of 



operating those systems.  This bill increases the total amount of state aid payments for 
mass transit systems serving urban areas having a population of less than 50,000 to 
$5,707,800 in calendar year 2020 and thereafter. 
  

CHILDREN 

This bill requires DCF to prepare and transmit to the governor and the legislature an 
annual report on the number of children in out-of-home care in the previous year who have 
experienced adverse childhood experiences.  Under current law, a child may be placed in 
out-of-home care, such as in a foster home, the home of a guardian or relative other than a 
parent, or a group home, if a court assigned to exercise jurisdiction under the Children's 
Code finds the child to be in need of protection or services. 
  

HIGHER EDUCATION 

This bill requires the Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System to allocate 
$50,000 each fiscal year for the Institute for Research on Poverty at the UW-Madison to 
study and provide an annual report to the public on poverty in this state. 
  

 


