
Dear Brandon,
 
Thank you again for your thoughtful message.  At the moment, we are trying to make 
sure that we understand all the implications of the bill for our students, faculty, and 
employees, but I want to respond to as many of your key points as I can.  This response 
to you will also be the basis for a letter to the campus.
 
 First, I share your concern about our students, staff, and faculty, who face uncertainty 
and fear as the governor's repair bill goes to the legislature and we anticipate the 
presentation of the biennial budget.  In addition to the loss of take-home pay that 
would result from increased contributions to our pension and health-care benefits 
(for employees who are benefits-eligible), some members of our community may find 
themselves ineligible for benefits at all, and others may lose the rights associated 
historically with collective bargaining in Wisconsin. Between April and the end of June, 
increases in contributions will be combined with furloughs, which are already affecting 
employees’ salaries. Proposed changes of this magnitude and reach are bound to 
create enormous stress and strong reaction. In such an environment, I worry about 
everyone.
 
 There will inevitably be different responses to the proposed changes.  Some will 
vigorously protest against them. Others will choose to lobby against them.  Some will do 
both. Some will choose to resign themselves to them.  Some will hate having to make 
the changes, but will agree that they are necessary. Some will support the changes.  
The university administration can serve the campus community by protecting people's 
right to their views, while continuing to seek new tools designed to minimize damage 
and create new opportunities in these difficult economic times.  
 
 As you know, I have been saying for months that I believe the problems Governor 
Walker seeks to solve are genuine problems and serious ones.  They are not confined 
to the state of Wisconsin. They are national in scope.  Indeed, they go well beyond 
national borders.  Different states are taking different approaches to them. Virtually 
every public university in the country is being cut as a result of huge state budget 
deficits.  Private universities have faced serious cuts as their endowments tanked and 
private giving diminished.  Meanwhile, the landscape of higher-education financing is 
changing rapidly. Governor Walker has made a commitment to dealing with the state's 
budget problems without raising taxes. The university will not be exempt from the pain 
associated with that kind of economic challenge. 
 Let me address a few of your more specific points, focusing on those aspects of the 
bill that seem clearest at this point.  It is not surprising to me that we would be asked to 
contribute more to our benefits, by which I do not mean to suggest that those increases 



will not be difficult.  They will.  They will be more difficult for some than for others.  It is 
common for university employees to contribute more significantly to pension and health 
benefits than employees at UW-Madison have in the past. I do not believe the increases 
that Governor Walker proposes make our contributions the highest among our peers, 
but a preliminary review suggests that they are on the high side.  We are not yet 
certain whether they will affect our graduate students to the same extent as they affect 
faculty and staff, but are actively seeking a better understanding of the impact.  As you 
point out, salaries for some of our employee categories, including for faculty, and for 
our TA's and PA's, for example, are already below market rates, and the changes in 
benefits will put them and the university in an even more challenging situation. I would 
like to see increases that are less steep, but I do not believe we can expect to avoid 
increases altogether or to be treated differently from other public employees. As you 
point out, losing the advantage of low-cost benefits makes other levers more important. 
I cannot emphasize enough that we need new tools to stay competitive and to do well 
by our students, staff, and faculty, the tools for which I have argued in the New Badger 
Partnership. 
 
 There are a number of other proposed changes in the repair bill that have serious 
consequences for the campus, including, as you note, the loss of benefits' eligibility for 
LTE's, the failure to exempt our police department from the bill's provisions, keeping 
them on a par with other units, and the changes in collective bargaining rights. UW-
Madison has a long history of working closely and cooperatively with labor and remains 
committed to doing so.  We hope that dialogue and good-faith discussions between 
state leaders and labor can lead to better solutions to the very real problems we face as 
a state. We will be working with the governor's office and the legislature to advocate for 
that dialogue.  We will also continue trying to make information available to the campus 
community, as we come to understand more fully what the various provisions will mean 
for the university.  
 
 My colleagues and I in the administration can best serve this great university by 
continuing to focus our energies on the New Badger Partnership, in the hope that 
collaborative work on that front will allow us to optimize opportunities as we look ahead 
to the biennial budget bill.   My colleagues and I want to continue meeting with you and 
other ASM leaders, with the leadership of our other shared governance groups, with 
labor and with the entire campus community in our forums and other venues about the 
challenges we face.  Tomorrow I will be in Milwaukee for a funeral.  Please let me know 
what other days or times this week would work for you, if you would like to meet right 
away.
 
 Thank you for writing and for your extraordinary service to UW-Madison.



  
Biddy
 


