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Testimony before Assembly Committee on Tourism
Assembly Bill 813

Representative Tony Kurtz and Senator Pat Testin

Good morning. Thank you, committee members for the opportunity to testify on Assembly Bill
813, relating to: the opportunity attraction and promotion program administered by the
Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation.

As you likely remember, last session, 2023 Wisconsin Act 19 created the Opportunity Attraction
Fund for WEDC to support opportunity attraction and promotion. This grant funding may be
used to: bid against other states to attract an opportunity or event that will draw national
exposure and drive economic development and visitors to this state; and/or host an opportunity
or event that will attract national exposure and drive economic development and visitors to this
state that the eligible applicant has secured through a competitive bid against other states.

Since its creation, this program has helped secure several wonderful events across the state
including, but not limited to: the NFL Draft in Green Bay, the USA Triathlon in Milwaukee, the
World Snowshoe Championship in Brillion, a National Youth Bowling Tournament in Green Bay,
and a World Horseshoe Tournament in Wausau.

Unfortunately, WEDC and the tourism industry have run into some bumps with the current
program not being able to function in an expedient enough fashion to help the tourism industry
in a fast pace bidding situation. This prevented the money from being used, or in some cases,
communities ultimately turning down their awards because they had already missed deadlines
to bid.

The changes in this bill aim to ensure this program is working effectively and getting money out
the door in an efficient manner while promoting Wisconsin and growing our economy through
our incredible tourism industry.

AB-813 will change the award type from a “grant” to a “sponsorship”- A grant, according to
WEDC's statutes, policies, and procedures, is subject to a review that takes 6-8 weeks. Event
opportunities often arise with little time to act and be competitive with other states bidding for the
event. Additionally, grants $501,000 or more require approval by a committee which generally
meets once every two months. Grants of $2,000,0001 or more additionally require approval by
the WEDC Board of Directors. Meanwhile, sponsorships, according to WEDC's statutes,
policies, and procedures, are subject to thorough, but more expedited review and approval.
Sponsorships go through background and conflict of interest checks, legal review that all
requirements are met (in this case that all statutory requirements have been met), and approval
by the marketing division and by the CEO.
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Additionally, AB-813 would allow up to 25% of the annual funding allocation to be used for
events that are not open to the public to qualify for sponsorships if they meet certain criteria. To
qualify, the event cannot be a regularly scheduled in-state event or those that rotate destinations
within the state. While not open to the general public, the event demonstrates it can attract
national exposure or contributes substantially to statewide or regional economic growth. Finally,
additional consideration may be given if the event filled a need period or an off-season period.

As of the end of calendar year 2025, WEDC had committed 5 awards of just over $2 million to
events coming to Wisconsin in 2026 and 2027. This bill is a product of conversations with
WEDC and the tourism industry on how to make sure the program functions properly and
promptly to ensure the money is getting out the door and we're not missing out on great
opportunities for Wisconsin.

Thank you for your time today, we're happy to answer any questions you may have.
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Good afternoon Chair Green, vice chair Swearingen and members of
the Assembly Committee on Tourism.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today. My name is Peggy
Williams-Smith, and | proudly serve as the President and CEO of Visit
Milwaukee.

| am here today in strong support of Assembly Bill 813.

| want to begin by extending our sincere appreciation to the lead
authors of this bill, Representative Tony Kurtz and Senator Patrick
Testin, for advancing AB 813 and for all they have already done to
support tourism in Wisconsin.

We deeply appreciate your leadership and your continued
commitment to strengthening the visitor economy across our state.

We also want to thank Governor Evers, the Wisconsin Economic
Development Corporation, and Travel Wisconsin for their ongoing
support of the Opportunity Attraction and Promotion Fund from the
very beginning.

This program reflects a clear understanding that tourism is not only a
driver of quality of life, but also an economic engine that supports
jobs, small businesses, and communities in every corner of
Wisconsin.

We see that firsthand in our community every day. In any given
month, visitors to Milwaukee make up 15-20% of all spending.



Over the course of the year, visitors inject over $2.4 billion dollars
directly into our economy, spending that sustains over 28,000 full-
time Milwaukee jobs and creates over $242 million in state and local
taxes — taxes that offset what all of us in this room have to pay.

We know our work, and the work of destination marketing
organizations around the state, directly drives this impact.

Projects like Top Chef, which generated over $1.6 million dollars in
hotel and flight bookings in Milwaukee alone in just three months after
the first episodes aired, is just one example.

The 2024 Republican National Convention, which created over $216
million dollars in direct spending and $321 million dollars in total
impact, is yet another.

Both of these efforts received state support, and they demonstrate
the return on investment that comes from strong partnerships
between the Legislature, state agencies, and organizations like Visit
Milwaukee.

We are grateful for two Opportunity Attraction and Promotion awards
totaling $100,000 to support USA Triathlon, including $50,000 for the
2025 event and another $50,000 for the 2026 event.

That kind of multi-year investment matters because it allows
destinations like Milwaukee to plan competitively, make commitments
confidently, and build momentum over time as we grow major events
into lasting economic drivers.

Even with a canceled day of competition, the 2025 event still
generated an estimated $6.6 million in economic impact for our
community, supporting local hotels, restaurants, retail, transportation,
and jobs.

That is exactly what this program is designed to do. It helps
Wisconsin win high-impact opportunities that deliver real, measurable
returns.




AB 813 takes something good and makes it even greater.

This bill strengthens the program in a way that reflects the original
intent, which is to help Wisconsin compete and win when major
opportunities are on the table.

One of the most important improvements in AB 813 is that it moves
the program from a traditional grant structure to a sponsorship model,
which allows the state agency administering the program to respond
more quickly as opportunities arise.

That speed matters because the marketplace for major events moves
fast, and bid costs can change dramatically in a short period of time.

For example, in October of 2024, Visit Milwaukee was pursuing a
major WWE event, an event that has generated over $45 million in
economic impact for previous host cities, and we initially applied for a
$500,000 Opportunity Attraction and Promotion grant to support our
bid.

At that time, WWE was seeking a $1 million bid fee, and we were
prepared to compete at that level.

However, because of the structure of the process and the required
approval timeline, and through no fault of WEDC, the opportunity
changed while we waited.

Interest from other cities surged, and the bid fee escalated rapidly
from $1 million to $8 million.

That experience is exactly why AB 813 matters, because it gives
Wisconsin the ability to act quickly and compete effectively when
opportunities are on the line.

Each year, Visit Milwaukee invests approximately $1 million of our
own funding to pursue events and attract business.



That may sound like a significant investment, and it is, but in today’s
market we are still limited in what we can do with those resources
alone.

Destinations across the country compete aggressively, and many
have far greater tools available to them when it comes to securing
major events.

The Opportunity Attraction and Promotion Fund ensures that
organizations like ours can go after more opportunities and bigger
opportunities that bring substantial visitor spending, national visibility,
and long-term economic impact.

In closing, Visit Milwaukee strongly supports AB 813 because it builds
on a program that is already delivering results and makes it even
more effective for the future.

It strengthens Wisconsin’s ability to attract and host major events that
generate economic impact, support local businesses, create jobs,
and showcase our communities to the world.

Thank you again to Representative Kurtz and Senator Testin for your
leadership, and to Governor Evers, WEDC, and Travel Wisconsin for
your continued partnership and support.

Thank you also to Chairman Green, Representative Kitchens, and
Representative Mursau for co-sponsoring this bill.

Finally, | want to recognize and thank staffers Christina Nelson and
Danielle Zimmerman. Their time, effort, and genuine care in bringing
this bill together have been deeply appreciated.

We respectfully urge this Committee to support Assembly Bill 813 and
move it forward.

Now, I'd be happy to answer any questions you may have.
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Statement in Support of AB813 from Ellie Westman Chin, President & CEO, Destination Madison

Good afternoon. | am Ellie Westman Chin, President and CEO of Destination Madison, the destination
management organization for Madison and Dane County. Thank you for the opportunity to speak

in favor of AB813.

Our local tourism industry annually supports nearly 20,000 jobs, collects $177 million in state and local
taxes, and generates $2.6 billion in total economic impact. This makes Dane County the second largest
contributor to Wisconsin’s tourism economy. Some of our biggest successes include hosting the world

CrossFit games for six years, IRONMAN WI for 23 years, and a variety of NCAA national tournaments.

Like other peers in Wisconsin who have the capability and capacity to host events that draw visitor
spending and national attention, we are challenged to attract these events to Dane County. We lose out
to other U.S. destinations because we lack the competitive capital that serves as the deciding factor for

landing these large events.

We greatly appreciate the changes proposed in AB813 to open the opportunity attraction and
promotion program to a wider applicant pool to positively impact Wisconsin.

The changes in matching requirements will also open paths for innovative support in a way that is not
currently possible. This flexibility will enable Wisconsin destinations to better compete against other

U.S. cities to bring new money into our state.

These updates will help our sales team pursue national events we currently don’t feel are possible, such
as large tech conferences or national and international sporting events. And it will help us potentially
close the deal on several current opportunities, all of which would benefit from a stronger Destination

Madison financial commitment.

Much thought has gone into the changes proposed in AB813, and we are happy to see bi-partisan
support for the bill from throughout the state. The changes will streamline the funding process for
WEDC, will open possibilities for more organizations throughout the state to apply, and will bring new

attention to and funds for Wisconsin.

| respectfully ask the committee to move AB813 along to the next step of the legislative process and

closer to approval.

visitmadison.com

22 e. mifflin st., suite 200 madison, wi 53703 608-255-2537 800-373-6376



To: Members, Assembly Committee on Tourism
From: Julia Hertel, Executive Director

Date: January 7, 2026

Re:  Testimony in Support of the AB 813

Representative Green and Committee members:

Destinations Wisconsin comprises 45 destination marketing organizations—including
convention and visitor bureaus and chambers of commerce—located throughout the state.
Each organization is dedicated to strategically marketing and managing its respective
destinations to stimulate the tourism economy and enrich the experience for both visitors and
residents. Collectively, we advocate for legislation that strengthens Wisconsin’s tourism
industry, such as AB 813.

We respectfully urge your support for AB 813, which introduces improvements to the
Opportunity Attraction Fund established in the most recent state budget. The State of
Wisconsin is home to professional and collegiate sports teams, world-class golf courses, and
some of the most unique events and attractions in the Midwest. These events and attractions
play a vital role in the tourism industry’s $25 billion impact on the state’s economy.

The proposed improvements in this bill will empower the Wisconsin Economic Development
Corporation to operate with greater agility and effectiveness, enabling our member
organizations to secure exclusive, large-scale events in an increasingly competitive
environment—such as NCAA and PGA tournaments, professional sports league events, auto
racing competitions, national conventions and Olympic qualifying events.

Destinations Wisconsin collaborated with Representative Kurtz, the Wisconsin Economic
Development Corporation, and the Wisconsin Department of Tourism and other partners to
ensure that this program delivers a robust return on investment for the state.

We appreciate your consideration of this important legislation.

Thank you.

PO Box 393, Sun Prairie, WI 53590
www.destinationswisconsin | 608-837-6693
jhertel@destinationswisconsin.com
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