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Sen. Smith writes about the COVID-19 Response Bill signed last week and explains what
steps we still must take to further help Wisconsin.

      

  

EAU CLAIRE, WI - The  COVID-19 public health emergency has forced us to quickly adapt and 
adjust our daily routines for this unprecedented time. Like so many  families in rural Wisconsin,
my bandwidth isn’t capable  of allowing me to always work from home. So, last week from a
small  room on the UW-Eau Claire campus, I joined my senate colleagues through  my
computer screen for a virtual Senate Floor Session.

  

During  Senate Session, I voted in support of the COVID-19 Response bill, a  legislative
package to support Wisconsin during this challenging time.  Immediately after passing this bill,
Governor Tony  Evers signed the bipartisan bill into law. I’m proud to have voted for  this bill;
however, I know there’s more work to do to support Wisconsin  families, businesses, farmers
and medical professionals.

  

There are a number of measures included in the bill to help Wisconsin residents. The COVID-19
Response bill:

    
    -  Suspends  the one-week waiting period for a claimant to receive unemployment 
insurance benefits, which leverages an additional $9 million from the  federal  government for
Wisconsin workers.   
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    -  Makes  changes to the state’s Medicaid regulations so that Wisconsin could be  eligible for
additional Medicaid funding, amounting to approximately  $150  million for the first quarter of the
year.   
    -  Allows  Wisconsin Retirement System participants to be re-hired for critical  positions
during the public health emergency while receiving their  annuity.   
    -  Allows pharmacists to extend certain prescriptions up to a 30-day supply during the
pandemic.   
    -  Requires insurance plans to cover the costs of COVID-19 testing.   
    -  Prohibits  an insurer or self-insured health plan from denying or cancelling  health
coverage based on a current, past or suspected diagnoses of  COVID-19.   
    -  Prevents surprise medical billing during public health emergencies.  

  

These  are important measures. However, there were key parts from Governor  Evers’ proposal
that were missing from the legislative proposal,  introduced by Republicans, that would do more
to help Wisconsinites  impacted by COVID-19. The Legislature must meet again and vote to:

    
    -  Provide  hazard pay or workers compensation for ALL frontline and critical  workers who
are risking their lives going to work every day.   
    -  Provide  additional support for local governments that are currently on the  frontline
working with their communities to address their unique  situation in this pandemic.   
    -  Further invest in Wisconsin’ small businesses and farmers who are struggling to make
ends meet.   
    -  Offer  additional resources for public health officials and enhance the  ability of state and
local public health officials in their effort to  flatten the curve.   
    -  Make telehealth more available to patients with disrupted care.  
    -  Support  hospitals, nursing homes and long-term care facilities that are working  hard to
increase the capacity of our healthcare system.   
    -  Provide  relief for families in need of assistance with basic needs like food  security or
emergency assistance with housing or utility payments.   

  

During  Senate Session, I joined my Democratic colleagues in introducing three  amendments to
fill gaps where the legislative proposal fell short. One  amendment would have included the
aforementioned  relief proposals to provide greater support to front-line workers,  business
owners, public health professionals and Wisconsin families. The  other amendments would
move future elections to a mail-in process,  ensure Wisconsin residents can vote safely in future
 elections, and extend relief efforts to any future declared public  emergencies. Ultimately,
Republicans rejected all three amendments;  therefore they weren’t included in the bill signed
into law by Governor  Evers.
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Last  week, Governor Evers also extended the “Safer at Home” plan. This is a  challenging timefor us all, but the easing of restrictions indicates  that it is working and we are moving in the right direction. Getting the economy working again is our focus, but COVID-19  is far too contagiousto just lift the Safer at Home Order – we must do  it gradually to limit the strain on our economyand health care system.  I  want to thank the front-line workers, medical professionals and all the  people helping ourcommunities during this crisis. Thank you for doing  your part by staying  home. Our work is notdone, not by a long shot. The “Safer at Home”  plan is working to keep more Wisconsinites safe.As long as we follow  social distancing practices, we’re doing what we can to save lives. Keep  itup.

 3 / 3


