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Licensure testimony 

Senate Committee on Public Benefit, Licensing and State-Federal Relations and 

Assembly Committee on Regulatory Licensing Reform  
Aug. 24, 2017 

 

Mr. Chairman, members of the committee, thank you for this 

opportunity. I’m Michael Jahr, vice president of the Wisconsin Policy 

Research Institute, a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization marking its 

30th year of promoting free markets, individual initiative, limited 

government and educational opportunity in the advancement of 

economic prosperity and human dignity. 

It’s not unusual for policies that begin with good intentions to, over 

time, expand and evolve in ways that produce consequences their 

authors never intended. This is the story of occupational licensing. 

What was established as a means of protecting public safety has 

morphed into a tool for stifling competition. 

No doubt you will hear from others this morning about the exponential 

growth of occupational licenses, the onerous burdens they impose, the 

inconsistent and arbitrary nature of the requirements and the 

unnecessary costs that they create.  

We reported many of these same troubling trends in “Government’s 

Love for Licensure,” which we released this spring. I won’t reiterate all 
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that we found, but I do want highlight one unique finding. We 

examined complaints filed with the Wisconsin Department of Safety 

and Professional Services and discovered that few of them came from 

consumers who were harmed or cheated by incompetent or fraudulent 

practitioners. On the contrary, most complaints came from people who 

already possessed a license and wanted to make sure others had to 

jump through the same state hoops that they had jumped through. 

A few examples are highlighted in our report, including: 

► the story of an auctioneer who reported that a competitor that he 

claimed was operating without a license was undermining “the properly 

licensed auctioneers of this region and impact(ing) our ability to 

compete and earn a living.” He sought action from the state “to protect 

our investment in business and our profession.” 

► an example of a barber in Green Bay lodging a complaint against a 

potential competitor who apparently did not have the right license. The 

complainant said, “I feel that everyone should have to go to school like 

all other professionals as myself and others (have).” 

► a complaint lodged against a young mom in Cumberland, Wis., 

seeking to do manicures out of her home. She’d posted her pitch, along 

with photos showing her work, on the Internet and was upfront about 

not being licensed. She described herself as “a stay-at-home mom 
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looking for something to do and people to talk to.” We don’t know if 

she got any takers, but she did get a complaint filed against her 

indicating that the Department should inform the young lady that she 

needed to be licensed. 

Not surprisingly, our analysts found that licensed professions as a rule 

have fewer practitioners than unlicensed professions. Erecting high and 

unnecessary barriers to entry for those who want to pursue an 

occupation disproportionately impacts vulnerable and minority 

populations. It also results in fewer choices – and higher prices -- for 

consumers. 

An examination of the arbitrary nature of licensure requirements, a 

look at the onerous and irrational numbers, confirms that public safety 

is no longer the key objective. How is it reasonable, for instance, that in 

Wisconsin it takes 15 times the amount of training to become a barber 

or cosmetologist than it does to become an emergency medical 

technician? Why are massage therapists, makeup artists, skin care 

specialists and manicurists required to undergo substantially more 

training than first responders who aid victims of car accidents, heart 

attacks, head injuries and shootings? 

Our analysts found that “For nearly all licenses, DSPS requires hundreds 

of hours of training, hundreds of dollars in application fees, at least one 
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exam and a waiting period that could range anywhere from several 

days to many months before the issuance of a license.” 

We believe all this is the result of a clear conflict of interest. In 

Wisconsin, most of the licensing boards consist of people in the field 

being licensed. Professional regulations tend to grow as incumbents 

lobby their elected representatives or various regulatory bodies to 

restrict entry into their fields – ostensibly for the public good.  

But these policies impact real lives, the lives of people who don't have 

lobbyists to represent their interests, who can’t make large campaign 

contributions and who don’t host receptions in the Capitol. 

In a few minutes, you will hear from two such people, one who will talk 

about the barriers to entry that result from licensure and one who will 

discuss how licensing regulations stifle the on-demand economy. 

The first is Albert Walker who transformed his life from a Chicago gang 

member and ex-offender to a Green Bay barber who cuts hair for and 

mentors several of the Green Bay Packers. Albert almost lost his 

business due to a redundant and unnecessary licensing requirement. 

You’ll also hear from Samuel Haatch, a UW-Madison student pursuing 

an Uber-like, on-demand barbering business. It’s a brilliant model and 

just the sort of entrepreneurial startup we want to see in Wisconsin. 

But licensing rules stand in the way. 
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For the third straight year, Wisconsin was dead last in business 

startups, according to an annual analysis conducted by the Ewing 

Marion Kauffman Foundation. One of the quickest, most effective ways 

to combat this would be to remove regulatory requirements that make 

it difficult for aspiring entrepreneurs to start a business in the first place 

– and keep it going once it’s established. 

This is not a partisan or ideological issue. Licensure reform enjoyed 

support from both the Trump and Obama administrations. In 2015, 

President Obama’s White House Council of Economic Advisers released 

a report that found “evidence that licensing requirements raise the 

price of goods and services, restrict employment opportunities, and 

make it more difficult for workers to take their skills across state lines.” 

The Council recommended that states adopt practices to eliminate 

these barriers to work. 

Regardless of party affiliation, all of you are looking for ways to improve 

the quality of life for the people of Wisconsin. 

You want to find ways to reduce recidivism. 

You want to see more startups in the state. 

You desire more employment opportunities in our central cities. 

You want our young people to stay, work and live in Wisconsin.  
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You want Wisconsin to be an inbound migration state. 

You want to care for our military families. 

You want Wisconsin to be open for business. 

You all embrace Wisconsin's motto of “Forward.” 

But, as you will hear from Albert and Samuel, occupational licensing 

regulations hold people back. It makes no sense to say we want these 

policy outcomes and then make it more difficult for people achieve 

them. It's like building a rail trail only to erect jersey barriers along the 

way that users have to overcome or circumvent. 

Some professions have the potential to impact every resident of the 

state of Wisconsin. These practitioners, for good or for bad, can alter 

the quality of our health care, impact our environment, affect our 

business climate, determine the quality of education, take money from 

our family budgets and even determine which of our actions will cause 

us to lose our freedom. 

For example, you would all agree that the governor and lieutenant 

governor can have an enormous impact on the direction of the state 

and the quality of life of our 5.8 million residents. So what does 

Wisconsin require of candidates to these offices? One must be a U.S. 

citizen and a qualified elector of the state at the time of taking office.  



7 
 

That’s it.  

The bar is equally low for state senators and representatives (no 

offense). The only requirements for you to occupy these important 

seats is that you be a state resident for one year and a qualified elector 

of your district. 

How about the state attorney general? Wisconsin only requires that he 

or she be a U.S. citizen and a qualified elector of the state at the time of 

taking office. You don’t even need to be a licensed attorney! 

None of these positions require a certain level of education. There’s no 

continuing education requirement to make sure you’re on top of the 

complex issues your weigh in on every day. You don’t need to renew 

any licenses during your tenure.  

This is as it should be. Our state constitution entrusts the people of 

Wisconsin with the decision to select who serves in these important 

positions. Shouldn’t we entrust them to choose their interior designers, 

auctioneers and barbers in the same manner? 

Thank you. 


