 Dear Secretary Nilsestuen,





                 November 3, 2009

I am writing about an issue of crucial importance not only to the people who are being displaced by the closing of the regional offices in the division of consumer protection, but to the citizens of the state who will be affected by this decision. I am the president of the AFSCME Local union that represents 18 of these workers. I have personally spoken to each one of them about the tremendous toll and upheaval this will mean to their lives and families. 

To a person they have indicated their dedication to the goals of consumer protection and service to the public. They are worried about what will happen to their elderly customers who have been ripped off by unscrupulous contractors, the tenants who have been put on the street by dishonest landlords, the victims of transient and door-to-door salespersons, telemarketers, direct mail solicitors, phony contests and business opportunities and fake check scams, the victims of fraudulent car repairs, the thousands of people having trouble with their cell phone bills, the many victims of identity theft that will be severely affected by this reorganization. Together they save millions every year for Wisconsin consumers. Even in this transition phase, where consumer protection has already been severely diminished, they are frustrated and concerned that they are not able to do their jobs and fear that the reorganization will permanently disable consumer protection.   I can think of no other work that the state does that is as important as the work that these people perform. As one investigator told me “If I were a rip off contractor I would be operating in Wisconsin right now. It is open season on the Wisconsin consumer.” They are left wondering if anyone in leadership positions in DATCP shares those concerns. Do you Mr. Nilsestuen? 

These people bring a total of 242 years of experience to the mission of protecting the consumers. They play a vital role in the communities they serve. They do presentations on a frequent basis for consumer groups, retiree groups, schools, and community organizations. All regions have done outreach to local District Attorneys and law enforcement officials.  Our specialists and investigators serve on various committees and boards of local government. The regions have done a great deal of media outreach, including television, radio, and print/internet appearances.  They are the face of Consumer Protection in the state outside of Madison.  To eliminate that is to eliminate our presence.  I am attaching a thank you letter from a consumer who was returned almost $50.000.00 owed her with the help of one of our investigators. 
Are you ready to listen to the stories of havoc and strain you are putting these hard working employees under? Maybe you can start by answering some basic questions.  Why did the division wait until the end of September to announce the plan to shut the regional offices the first week of December, when they knew of the layoffs before the end of July?  They could have informed employees at least two months previous to this. This delay caused lost opportunities to use the WISCERS system, to search for another job, to attempt to sell their homes, to find schools, insurance, jobs for your family and the myriad other things involved with a major move. Five jobs in DWD in Milwaukee, that our investigators and specialists could have transferred to, were filled only one week before the closings were announced. With a severe hiring freeze, with budget cuts statewide, and with record high unemployment these people are shoved between a rock and a hard place. The option of taking unemployment is equally untenable: The highest UC rate is $363/week, but with the cost of health insurance (currently $1900+ a month in Eau Claire, $1600+ in Green Bay), a family has literally nothing left to live on.  Commuting to Madison is the only solution for any of these employees with families. 

They have NO CHOICE but to commute to Madison daily. On such short notice they are not able to sell their homes, they are not able to find jobs for their spouses, they are not able to find schools for their children, they do not know where to go for insurance providers. The offer of a job 100, 200 or 300 miles from your home is not an offer of a job. Do you really want your workforce on the road for up to 8 hours a day just to get to and from work? Why can’t they stay on the “at risk” list and use those few benefits while they are commuting?  What have you done to intercede on behalf of your employees in this most crucial matter? The HR office in Madison has been very helpful and supportive in assisting these employees, but the time is so short and jobs are so scarce.

Despite our best efforts it has been nearly 20 years since these people got a fair pay adjustment for the jobs they do. They are already greatly underpaid, mostly because DATCP has stubbornly refused to reclass them adequately. You have been steadily destroying morale in this division for years now. Now you want to destroy their families and their very lives. This move is tantamount to reducing their wages by more than half, and more than doubling the time they will be spending to earn a living. Leaving your home at four in the morning and returning home at eight at night every single day leaves very little time for family life or for adequate rest. Just the dangers of driving these long distances and these long hours is not only a hazard to their health, it is the ultimate unkindness, especially given that just last year you gave the administrator of this catastrophe one of the highest bonuses in state government. 

One alternative offered was for them to get a second residence in Madison. But on the wages you have provided, that is not possible, especially if you need and extras like food or electricity. One of these investigators has “done the math” and the figures add up to one choice: sleeping in your car. Are you willing to intercede with the Capitol Police to permit your employees to sleep in their cars in your parking lot? 

One crucial question we all have is: why now? It is my understanding that the Milwaukee office has a year and a half lease left, the Green Bay office a lease to September 2010, and the Eau Claire office lease goes to July 2010. All of these offices will be sitting empty and you will have to pay rent and probably utilities on the space. Why could you not have phased this move in over time, giving your employees time and opportunities to deal with this very major disruption in their lives? The two month notice you gave, in these recessionary times, with no cost savings at all, with no input even from your own managers, and with no regard at all for the consumers you are leaving behind amounts to nothing more than cruelty. After all the dedication and hard work they have put in, your employees do not deserve to be treated like this.

In addition, it is my understanding that the Department is not even capable of producing a statistical report for any part of 2009 (complaints handled, money returned to consumers, number of media and outreach presentations, referrals for prosecution or prosecution results) for the regional offices.  How, Mr. Nilsestuen, could your administrator and others make a decision of this magnitude without any knowledge or review of these performance indicators.  

The Wisconsin Consumer Protection Program is one of the most respected programs in the country.  It’s innovative ability to write administrative rules to regulate industries where consumer harm has occurred is one of it’s greatest strengths.  The Bureau currently enforces about 50 laws and administrative rules.  The utilization of these rules for education, mediation, and enforcement is dependent on the knowledge and expertise of the regional office staff, not the administrators in Madison.  It takes between two and three years for the Consumer Specialists and Investigators to learn their jobs.  That is because of the complex nature of the laws they enforce, the multitude of city, county, state and federal agencies they interact with, and the ever increasing sophistication of the fraud they must fight.  The great majority of this dedication, knowledge and experience will be lost because of this short sided decision of your administrator and others who lack an understanding of what this program has been all about for decades.   

There are possible alternatives. The municipalities we are in greatly value our presence and the service we provide to the public. Has the department approached any local government about sharing resources and money? Are there different ways to approach the work so a different type of workforce can be used? Working at home is an excellent alternative.  The cost to commute to Madison is in the thousands of dollars in monetary expense, and thousands of hours in time.  This negatively impacts both the employee and their family.  DATCP sees no negative cost.   Any savings DATCP forecasts will be eaten up by open positions, low morale, and employees not going the extra mile as they always have.

 If offering the work at home option; DATCP would realize benefits:

· Increased employee morale

· Decreased absenteeism

· Less employee cost

· Maintaining presence in the region

· More direct contact with local officials where CP issues impact consumers

· Lower cost to outfit home workers than to train new employees to fill positions opened by the departure of already well-trained CP employees that are unable to move or commute.

· Ease in hiring qualified people for work at home positions.

This is not reinventing the wheel: Many other agencies have work at home policies.  DNR has Teleworking, Dept of Revenue has a Telecommuting Policy, the Dept.of Health and Family Services, Bureau of Quality Assurance has a policy on work at home.  I am providing the division, Randy Romanski, and Sue Buroker some of these policies. Our own agency has many inspectors and investigators and specialists in many different fields working from a home office.  The Food Division has found cost savings by moving many of its personnel into home offices. Unfortunately the Division of Consumer Protection has shown no interest in adapting any of this because “they don’t have a policy.”  They have cited privacy issues, but my own survey of investigators finds very little personal information is on the files they work with, and none of it is necessary to their investigations. A system could be established to redact this type of information before it goes home and to secure home offices. I am told there is more security in a person’s home than there is in our state offices.  Many other state (and local and federal) agencies have the same issues. After all we have the Office of Privacy Protection. Of any agency in state government that should be able to draft a policy, it should be us. I’m sure a system could be worked out, as is done in many other agencies, where some employees could be assigned to come into the central office one or two days a week or so many days in a pay period, there are many possible scenarios. Why are we not  talking about any alternatives? 

Where these employees are leaving their families, driving long miles past empty offices that their tax dollars are paying for, and going to jobs for which they are underpaid and not valued as human beings, one should not expect much productivity. This is not a threat. This is a fact. When there is no one in the regions to handle cell phone complaints, or landlord-tenant issues or home improvement contractors or door-to-door transients, or car repair rip offs, consumers are going to get frustrated and angry. But who cares about them anyway?

Mr. Nilsestuen, I ask you to please consider the options that I have spelled out in this letter.  Time is short.  If your administrator is allowed to implement this reorganization, Wisconsin consumers will be greatly harmed because the Department could not come up with an alternative to keep 18 dedicated employees in the regional offices.
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 David Schultz, President AFSCME Local 333, Wis. State Inspectors Union
