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Voter Bill
From Page 1

dunk because their lifestyle zone 
is limited to people who possess 
such goods, ignoring the thou-
sands of Wisconsin voters who 
don't have similar backgrounds, 
means, circumstances or condi-
tions. 

To the naked eyes of fami-
lies  who know  the hard-
ships involved --  for the 

disabled who never drove, for 
those who have  lost all their 
identification through tragedy or 
poverty, for the elderly or refu-
gees whose records if any  are 
distant dim memories --  the bill 
is simply an effort by the GOP 
majority to make it difficult for 

categories of voters they think 
will vote for Democrats, disen-
franchising rural, minority, elder-
ly, student and other clusters.

Obvious this may be, but 
what makes it hard to prove in 
court is how the morally uncon-
scionable may be legally permis-
sible. The legislature and Gov. 
Walker  used squads of lawyers 
to fashion this serpent and mod-
eled much of the bill after politi-
cal gimmicks from other squads 
of lawyers working for ALEC, 
the right-wing American 
Legislative Exchange Council.

Yet after all that  work - sev-
eral  lawyers on both sides told 
me - the bill's creators may have 
overthought the legal wrinkles 
they  employed, which may 
expose their real motives to 

thoughtful judges presented with 
accurate evidence.

 Moreover, the ALEC forces 
can't control the ongoing excess, 
zeal, even gloating of some of 
the conservative bureaucrats 
interpreting this confusing law -- 
confusing even to legal experts 
in the field.  Such crass behavior 
has also opened up the voter bill 
to more court challenges.

And this time they are fac-
ing some thoughtful opposition, 
lawyers who have learned les-
sons from past rulings.  For 
instance, the GOP majority 
sought to emulate  a photo ID 
voter bill  ruled legal a few years 
ago in Indiana, but the Wisconsin 
lawmakers neglected the care 
taken in that state to address sup-
pression concerns, provide 
enough DMVs, etc.

That appearance of care for 
the disenfranchised 
brought a cautious US 

Supreme Court decision that 
Indiana was OK because very 
few voters were harmed, though 
new university level research 
suggests that the justices just 
weren't shown the full extent of 
disenfranchisement.

 Wisconsin lawyering wants 
to avoid that oversight.  They are 
also aided by the growing evi-
dence of a more obvious effort 
by Walker's legions to suppress 
certain voters, to impose what 
many regard as an illegal poll tax 
on the right to vote and to cir-
cumvent little known elements of 
the state constitution.  So the 
calls for injunctive relief are 
likely to come in sections and 
only after research and convinc-
ing evidence in the form of 
aggrieved citizens.

The ACLU wants to talk to 
voters from across the state who 
are having serious problems get-
ting an ID (or the underlying 
documents they need to get an 
ID). 

Among the needed are 
people who can't get ID 
because their state of 

birth requires a photo ID to get a 
birth certificate; people - most 
likely, elderly African-Americans 
- born in southern states at a time 
when many births were not offi-
cially registered; those with sig-
nificant problems and virtually 
no income to get the documents 
needed to get an ID;  those who 
are really unable to get to a 
DMV office (persons with dis-
abilities and persons in remote 
rural areas lacking transport); 
persons who have no proof of 
residence (like homeless persons, 
especially those not in shelters, 
and persons who live in someone 
else's house and lack documenta-
ry proof  in their own names); 
transient persons without a stable 
home or address documents,  and 
students, especially in technical 
colleges, who don't have other 
kinds of Wisconsin ID (especial-
ly students with out-of-state driv-
ers' licenses).  

ACLU is circulating a 
flyer (in the Take Action 
section of milwaukeela-

bor.org) and setting up a phone 
number and email -- (414) 272-
4032, extension 216, and 
intake@aclu-wi.org - to collect 
case studies, which will be 
essential if the ACLU decides to 
go to court on this basic human 
rights issue.

In another case, the League 
of Women Voters is expected to 
soon file a state court challenge 
citing a violation of  the state 
constitution  -- in fact, the 
league's lawyer suggests that all 
those high-falutin' lawyers never 
addressed the paragraph on vot-
ing rights involved.  Several 
legal experts say the challenge is 
not frivolous, though how it will 
survive in the current state court 
system may be an exercise in 
dubious optimism.

Other groups are readying in 
the wings, and some suggest that 
another sort of legal challenge 
will emerge around that infa-
mous memo from a Department 
of Transportation muckamuck 
informing employees not to vol-
unteer the information that the 
usual $28 fee for a state photo 
ID card is waived if the person 
applying checks a box or asks 
for voting purposes - a fee waiv-
er made available under the new 
law to avoid the appearance of 
an illegal poll tax. 

Only . . .  if DMV workers 
are ordered not to tell voters 
about the free version, aren't they 
undermining the intent - expos-
ing that the free version was  
inserted as a gimmick?  
Lawmakers on both sides of the 
aisle have criticized this memo 
as underscoring the  pretense -- 
especially after a state employee 
was fired for simply advising fel-
low workers in an email what the 
policy was and what any visitor 
to a DMV should know in 
advance. 

While not specifically about 
the voter bill pushed through 
by Walker, this popular ban-
ner and motto during 
Laborfest, here carried by 
members of AFT Local 212, 
assuredly reflects the mes-
sage of the court challenges.
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Paid sick days, scorned here, rebound in US
The concept of paid sick 

days - a specific help to 
working mothers torn 

between nurturing their children 
or being fired if they don't want 
to sneeze germs into a  custom-
er's soup - was firmly champi-
oned by Milwaukee voters in 
2008, fiercely attacked by politi-
cal hires at the MMAC and 
resisted by Mayor Barrett who 
could only see injury to the city 
from surrounding communities 
able  to undermine the city's 
higher workforce standards  -- as 
opposed to standing up proudly 
as an oasis of caring amid a sea 
of suburban corporate pettiness.

Given the lemming majority 
makeup of the state legislature, 
the concept of communities set-
ting higher standards for worker 
citizenship than the state through 
sick leave policy was outlawed. 
The voices of the majority were 
left high and dry in courts 
despite the efforts of the 9to5 
organization and its lawyers. 

But all that history hardly 
killed the paid sick day move-
ment for low income workers. It  
actually fueled it.  More and 
more cities and states are picking 
up the shambles Milwaukee and 
then Gov. Walker made of the 
idea, fueled by evidence that the 
MMAC's objections were not 
only demeaning to business eth-
ics but frankly nuts in financial 
terms. 

Turns out to be good busi-
ness to give workers paid time 
off for illness or to help children 
in their care get healthy or stay 
strong in school.  Studies from 
San Francisco and Washington, 
D.C., after they implemented 
similar paid sick day policies, 
suggest profits for businesses 

and good will from customers, 
just like nearly 70% of 
Milwaukee voters wanted to see 
but were robbed of in the lengthy 
legal battles. 

Remember, the attack  by 
the MMAC demeaned 
voters as  in effect agree-

ing to a free lunch, that paid sick 
days used to keep sick workers 
from coughing in your noodles 
or  to care for a sick child was 
the workers seeking something 
for nothing, the undeserving 
would-be welfare queens of leg-
end  running amuck.  Better, said 
the MMAC, to give the boss the 
power to fire anyone who 
brought up concerns about their 
children or their own wheezing. 

Aside from ethical myopia,   
the business lobbyists had the 
financial results wrong. Again.

Crunching the numbers as 
well as understanding the human 
values, Connecticut in June 
passed the first statewide paid 
sick days law. 

Currently the city councils 
of Seattle just approved sick 
days legislation and are waiting 

for the mayor to sign it, and 
Philadelphia's council supports 
the same.

Voters in Denver will be 
able to support paid sick days on 
a ballot initiative this November.  
Massachusetts leaders from the 
governor on down are pushing  a 
similar law in that state legisla-
ture, and in New York City, 35 
members of the city council back 
such legislation. 

Not all of these may suc-
ceed, but note that. even in 
Georgia, a bipartisan group of 
state legislators led by five 

Republicans is supporting a bill 
that would ensure workers could 
use sick time they've earned to 
care for their children and loved 
ones.

Now comes a powerful 
Internet tool to pound 
the lesson harder, 

inspired by the No. 1 movie in 
the nation.   Called "Contagion: 
Not Just a Movie," the film, pro-
duced by Family Values @ 
Work, shows the stories of five 
American workers who have 
been forced to go into work 
when they are sick because they 
weren't allowed to take time off 
or couldn't afford going without 
pay.  

The video can be found in 
the Take Action section of mil-
waukeelabor.org or directly at 
www.youtube.com/
embed/0L1YTkQGF1Y. 

These workers are some of 
the 44 million Americans with-
out paid sick days who risk their 
families' financial security or 
their jobs if they stay home when 
they are ill.   

 Dr. Barbara Ferrer, director 
of the Boston Public Health 
Commission, introduces the film 
by calling to mind the fictional 

"Contagion" and then warning:  
"What's most frightening is that 
flu epidemics are real, and they 
can spread quickly.   As a public 
health official, I know the best 
thing when you're ill is to stay 
home. In our country, everyone 
has the right to stay home; they 
just don't have the right to get 
paid, or to keep their job." 

 Only 19% of low-wage 
workers have paid sick days. 
Three in four food service work-
ers, three in five personal health 
care workers and three in four 
child care workers, all of whom 
have significant interaction with 
others, lack paid sick days.

"Our country's health and 
families' financial stability 
should not be undermined by a 
lack of paid sick days," said 
Ellen Bravo, founder of 
Milwaukee 9to5 and now execu-
tive director of this national net-
work of state coalitions  for paid 
sick days and paid family leave. 

So Milwaukee, take notice 
and some satisfaction. Even if 
short-sighted leaders here 
blocked the will of the  people, 
the concept is on the march.  . 
It's like a healthy contagion. 

-- Dominique Paul Noth

Ellen Bravo (right) pushing the message during Laborfest
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Extra chairs were brought in as 
hundreds packed Gordon Park 
pavilion for Dean Baker (above). 
A portion of the crowd revealed
Sen.Chris Larson (foreground), 
Ald. Nik Kovacs (leaning for-
ward) and Rep. Sandy Pasch 
(seated at right).

Baker’s economics talk brings out policy thinkers

What do elected officials 
do with a night off?  
Well, the conscien-

tious ones apparently gather 
more information to explain the 
economy and push the legislation 
to create jobs and fiscal common 
sense.

That thought had to cross 
the minds of the community 
organization leaders, union offi-
cials and cream of the progres-
sive movement that gathered - in 
search of ammunition far more 
than entertainment -- Sept. 15 at 
the Gordon Park pavilion to 
absorb a slide show and  join a 

discussion of the realities of our 
economic philosophy. It was run 
by  Dean Baker, co-director of 
the D.C. based nonprofit Center 
for Economic and Policy 
Research,  a noted author of eco-
nomic guide books.

If you peeked around the 
room, past the cluster of cultural 
leaders such as mask guru Max 
Samson, school board members 
such as Larry Miller, state AFL-
CIO leaders such as Stephanie 
Bloomingdale and representa-
tives of the sponsoring groups, 
including Jack Norman and 
Karen Royster of the Institute for 

Wisconsin's Future, you might 
have spotted something else.

A lot of public officials were 
gathering insights and perhaps 
some pertinent talking points. 
They have to spend a lot of time 
debunking overstatements.

Among those spotted:  Rep. 
Sandy Pasch, Ald. Nik Kovacs, 
Supervisor John Weishan and 
state Sen. Chris Larson.

They, journalists and inquis-
itive members of the community 
peppered Baker after his speech 
with questions seeking clarifica-
tion. Because Baker pulled no 
punches in noting that the 
wealthy in the US are rolling on 
a pile of money and that the 
media is misled in describing 
their reluctance to invest as they 
well could, and inflating the 
problems of giving their fair 
share to the government. 

 The key to recovery, Baker 
said (and here we oversimplify a 
thoughtful, nuanced presentation) 
is to understand that tightening 
our belts is not the way out -- not 
when only some of us are suffer-
ing enough to have to cinch in.

He poked fun at the tenden-
cy of the conservatives to not 
admit the obvious -- that the cur-
rent inflexibility is unlike their 
own party’s past and even their 
recent legacy,  that stimulus is 
supposed to mean “spending,” 
and that whatever the mistakes 

by Fannie Mae he has written 
about the two Maes  did not 
cause the foreclosure crisis. 

He also faulted Obama for 
stressing "shovel-ready" projects 
for federal aid, noting how many 
enduring projects take years to 
develop. There is a need to spend 
money now, he agreed, but the 
emphasis may injure moving 
along some projects of consider-
able worth.

Anyone who heard Baker 
talk will be far more reluctant in 
the future to use the word "infra-
structure" - since he covered why 
it needed investment  but how 
the  remoteness of  language 
minimized a genuine crisis of 
neglect.

 -- Dominique Paul Noth




