
January' 8th, 2026 
Senator Testin, Chair
Members of the Senate Committee on Agriculture and Revenue

Testimony on 2025 Senate Bill 21
Relating to: creating an employee ownership conversion costs tax credit, a deduction for capital gains from the 

transfer of a business to employee ownership, and an employee ownership education and outreach program. (FE)

Thank you, Chairman Testin, and other members of the committee for listening to my testimony today. Now more than 
ever, Wisconsin benefits from companies keeping jobs here, investing in their communities, and staying locally owned. 
ESOPs are a strong top i to help achieve these ends.

Employee stock ownership plans, or ESOPs, are retirement plans that give employees shares of their employing company. 
In addition to helping employees save for retirement, these plans incentivize personal buy-in on the future success of the 
company. Thanks to this structure, ESOPs are much less likely to lay off employees en masse or move operations out of 
Wisconsin when it comes time for business succession.

However, it is complicated and expensive for a company to transition to an ESOP. They are subject to heavy federal 
oversight, leading to costly financial and legal work that can cost hundreds of thousands of dollars. Several states have 
recently enacted bipartisan legislation to incentivize these transitions.

Senate Bill 21 does a couple of things to encourage ESOPs in Wisconsin. First and foremost, it creates a nonrefundable tax 
credit for businesses to claim up to 70% of the costs for converting their business to a worker-owned cooperative or 50% of 
the costs for converting their business to an employee stock ownership plan, with a maximum of $ 100,000.

The bill also instructs the DOP. establish an outreach and education program promoting ESOPs. The DOR is also directed 
to apply for federal grant money to fund this program.

In response to feedback from various stakeholders, we have introduced an amendment to remove the capital gains tax 
deduction. This will meaningfully lower the fiscal impact of the bill to an estimated $0.3-1 million dollars a year, all going 
towards the business conversion tax credit.

This legislation is pro-growth, pro-small business, and pro-Wisconsin. Thank you all again for your consideration of this 
bill.

Respectfully,

Senator Jesse James
23rd Senate District
Sen.James@legis.wisconsin.gov

--------------------------------- PO Box 7882 • Madison. Wl 53707-7882 ---------------------------------
(608)266-7511 • (888)437-9436,.' Sen.James(a)legis.wisconsm,gov • www.SenJesseJames.com
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Shae Sortwell
State Representative ® 2nd Assembly District

Hearing Testimony
Senate Committee on Agriculture and Revenue 

January 8, 2026 
Assembly Bill 17/Senate Bill 21

Chairman Testin and members of the Senate Committee on Agriculture and Revenue - Thank 
you for giving me the opportunity to speak on AB 17/SB 21, which will create a better system in 
Wisconsin to encourage employee stock ownership plans (ESOPs).

This legislation creates tax incentives (conversion costs tax credit) for Wisconsin businesses that 
convert to an employee stock ownership business structure. An ESOP is an employee benefit 
structure and retirement plan that gives workers ownership interest in the company in the form of 
shares of stock. Employers often use ESOPs as a finance strategy to align the interests of their 
employees and shareholders.

ESOPs have been shown to keep jobs local, increase productivity and job security, improve 
employee retention, and much more. These are great reasons for Wisconsin to encourage and 
incentivize these structures to benefit our economy and communities. Recently, several blue and 
red states, including our neighbor, Iowa, have introduced and enacted legislation incentivizing 
employee ownership, indicating this is a popular, bipartisan policy initiative.

Additionally, in order to access federal grant money for an ESOP outreach program, this 
legislation requires the Department of Revenue (DOR) to submit a grant application to the US 
Department of Labor. DOR is allowed to contract with a third party to operate this program.

Bottom line, this legislation better enables the ownership of Wisconsin companies to stay local 
rather than be sold to out-of-state or out-of-country buyers.

AB 17 has already passed unanimously at every level in the Assembly. Let’s do the same in the 
Senate.

I appreciate the opportunity to testify on this legislation and would gladly answer any questions 
the committee may have.

P.O. Box 8953 > Madison, WI53708-8953 - (608) 266-9870 • Toll Free: (888) 534-0002 
Rep.Sortwell@legis.wi.gov
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Center for Cooperatives
DIVISION OF EXTENSION 
UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN-MADISON

427 Lorch Street 
Madison, Wl 53706-1503 
Phone: 608-262-8966 
www.uwcc.wisc.edu

Kristin Forde, UW Center for Cooperatives Hearing on AB17/SB21

Good morning Chair Testin and members of the Committee. My name is Kristin Forde, and I am with 
the UW Center for Cooperatives in the Division of Extension at UW-Madison.

For more than 60 years, our center has served as a trusted, nonpartisan resource on cooperative business 
models across Wisconsin. We provide research, education, and direct technical assistance to businesses 
exploring employee ownership.

I’m here today in strong support of AB17/SB2.

Employee ownership is a proven strategy to strengthen local economies. A meta-analysis of more than 
100 studies shows a positive, statistically significant relationship between employee ownership and firm 
performance. It also improves workforce retention — a critical issue across Wisconsin — because when 
employees have a stake in the business, they stay longer, work smarter, and help keep the business 
rooted in the community rather than relocating out of state.

Research shows that worker cooperatives specifically have a strong, well-documented track record.
They are highly resilient during economic downturns and especially effective at anchoring jobs and 
essential services in rural communities, because ownership and decision-making remain rooted locally.

Employee ownership is also one of the most effective succession strategies for aging business owners. 
Selling to employees preserves institutional knowledge, allows owners to receive fair market value, and 
keeps long-standing businesses in Wisconsin communities.

We’ve seen these benefits firsthand.

• In Crandon, we helped workers purchase a division of Columbian Home Products when the 
owner couldn’t find a buyer. Five years later, Snow River continues to operate and contribute to 
the local economy.

• In Spring Green and Mazomanie, two veterinary clinics transitioned to employee ownership to 
ensure essential services stayed local.

• Isthmus Engineering, which converted in 1983 with just four employees, now employs 80 people 
and generates nearly $40 million in annual sales — a long-term example of how employee 
ownership fuels growth and stability.

• Northwind Solar, in Senator Testin’s district, converted to a worker-owned cooperative in 2017 
with support from our center. Employees bought in, became owners, and now share in profits 
and governance. Today, Northwind Solar is a resilient, community-focused business where every

http://www.uwcc.wisc.edu


employee has a stake in the company’s success — reflecting values this Legislature has 
championed: stable jobs, local ownership, and long-term community investment.

I want to emphasize the importance of the bill’s education and outreach component. Many business 
owners, especially in rural areas, don’t know employee ownership is an option. For years, our center 
relied on USD A Rural Cooperative Development Grant funding to conduct outreach and provide 
technical assistance, but that funding has become far less predictable. The state-level support in this bill 
ensures Wisconsin businesses have consistent, reliable access to guidance — regardless of fluctuations 
in federal funding.

Employee ownership is a practical, bipartisan, and cost-effective way to strengthen Wisconsin’s 
economy. AB17/SB21 provides the right tools at the right time: targeted tax incentives, clear pathways 
for succession, and education to help businesses navigate the process.

Thank you for your time. I’m happy to answer any questions.
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January 7, 2026

Committee Chair Testin, Vice-Chair Tomczyk, and Members of the Senate Committee on Agriculture and Revenue,

My name is Natasha Lippitt, and I oversee Quality Control (13 years) and serve as an ESOP Executive Sponsor (3 
years) at Barnes, Inc. We are a landscape, maintenance, and snow removal company located in Madison. This year, 
we are proud to celebrate 45 years in business. Barnes Inc. became 100% employee-owned in 2017, and I am 
writing today to express my strong support for Assembly Bill 17/Senate Bill 21.

Barnes Inc. began in 1981 as a small, family-owned business operating out of Mark Barnes' garage. Over the 
decades, we have grown into a company with 120 full-time employees and average annual sales of $13 million. But 
the numbers only tell part of the story. What truly defines our company are the people behind those numbers, 
many of whom have been with us for 20, 25, or even 30 years. That level of loyalty and commitment is rare, and it 
is directly tied to our employee-ownership model.

When Mark Barnes made the decision to sell the company to the employees, it was not just a business transaction. 
It was an intentional choice to preserve the values that built this company: quality, service, pride, and the belief 
that people can build meaningful careers, and raise their families by doing honest work. Becoming an ESOP assured 
that the people who helped build Barnes, Inc. from the ground up would also be the ones who carry it forward.

As an employee-owner for the past eight years, I have seen firsthand how transformative employee ownership can 
be. In 2023, Barnes, Inc. created the ESOP Executive Sponsor role that I now serve because we recognized how 
important it is to prioritize ESOP and education within our company annually. Many of our employees are young, 
often between 18 and 25 years old, and just beginning their careers. Helping them understand how employee 
ownership builds long-term wealth has become one of the most meaningful parts of my job. This culture of 
ownership did not exist before we became an ESOP, it has strengthened our company, continues to support 
retention, and that goes far beyond financial performance.

AB 17/SB 21 matters because it would make transitions like ours more accessible to other Wisconsin businesses. 
The tax incentives and support outlined in the bill would help more owners choose employee ownership as a 
succession option, keeping businesses locally rooted, preserving jobs, and strengthening communities across the 
state. Our experience at Barnes, Inc. is proof that employee ownership works. It creates stability, builds wealth for 
working people, and keeps businesses thriving long after the original owner steps away.

I respectfully urge you to support AB 17/SB 21 so that more Wisconsin businesses can experience the same 
long-term success and shared prosperity that employee ownership has brought to us at Barnes, Inc.

Thank you for your time and consideration.

Respectfully,

Natasha Lippitt
Quality Control & ESOP Executive Sponsor 
Barnes, Inc.
Madison, Wisconsin
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Attn: Committee Chair Testin, Vice-Chair Tomczyk, and members of the Senate Committee on 
Agriculture and Revenue

Please find my testimony in support of AB 17/SB 21 for the Public Hearing on January 8th.

My name is Stacie Roberts, i am an employee owner at Sentry Equipment in Oconomowoc, Wl. Sentry 
Equipment is a manufacturer that designs and creates sampling equipment to ensure product quality, 
safety and process control in numerous industries around the world. In 2025 we celebrated our 100th 
anniversary as a company and this year we celebrate 40 years of being employee owned.

I am proud to be an employee owner and honored to have been named the 2025 Employee Owner of the 
Year for the state of Wisconsin and the 2025 National Employee Owner of the Year for the United States. 
Employee ownership has had an impact on my life in many ways, and I am thankful for the path that led 
me to becoming an employee owner.

Years ago, I did not know what employee ownership was. Prior to Sentry Equipment, I worked 11 years at 
Kohl’s Corporate. I loved it, loved the people I worked with and my job, though Covid occurred and I lost 
my job along with 440+ others one day. I was heartbroken and didn’t know what I was going to do or 
where I was going to work next. During my time at Kohl’s I graduated college, got married, bought a house, 
and had two children. Many milestones and suddenly my professional career came to a halt.

Though it was a hard milestone in losing a job, I do believe things happen for a reason and I can say now 
five years later, that reason was for me to find employee ownership. I joined Sentry Equipment and 
immediately was in awe of everything employee ownership embodies. The people and culture are at the 
top of that list, having an invested work ethic unlike anywhere else. Each employee owner works toward 
the same goal, the success of our company and of our ownership and our future.

I wish i would have known about employee ownership and the companies in Wisconsin that were 
employee owned sooner. Employee ownership can make a difference, and I have seen and heard it from 
numerous retirees and owners at Sentry what it not only how it impacts them though also for their family.

Before the previous owners of Sentry Equipment decided to sell the company to the employees, they 
were approached with an offer from a company from France. I cannot imagine what would have 
happened to Sentry if the companyfrom France bought it. Sentry might not have been in Wisconsin much 
longer or even in the United States.

Employee ownership is special and something that needs to be highlighted more and this bill can do just 
that!

Thankyou.



Testimony of Ariana Bodenbach 
Employee-Owner, Hallmark Building Supplies, Inc.
In Support of Assembly Bill 17/SB 21 for the Public Hearing on January 8th 
Wisconsin State Senate - Committee on Agriculture and Revenue 
January 6,2026

Committee Chair Testin, Vice-Chair Tomczyk, and Members of the Senate Committee on Agriculture 
and Revenue,

Thank you for the opportunity to submit my written testimony. My name is Ariana Bodenbach, and I’m 
an employee- owner at Hallmark Building Supplies, Inc. headquartered in Waukesha, WI. We are a 
wholesale distributor of building materials, proudly serving our industry and community since 1974 and 
we are honored to be the current ESOP Company of the Year for the great state of Wisconsin.

I’m writing to voice my strong support for Senate Bill 21. This bill is more than a tax policy - it’s a 
critical tool for preserving Wisconsin jobs, building local wealth, and ensuring that businesses founded 
and grown in this great state remain locally owned and operated.

Hallmark was founded by Joe Balthazor in 1974. Joe often jokes that he started the company at age ten to 
make the math work in his favor, but in 2020, at the young age of 79, he began to consider retirement and 
faced a very real and challenging decision: sell the company to private equity, or transition ownership in a 
way that would protect his leadership team, our associates, and the values at the heart of Hallmark. He 
ultimately chose to sell his shares to our Employee Stock Ownership Plan (ESOP), a decision that 
preserved not only the legacy he spent his life building but the livelihoods of associates like me.

Had Joe chosen differently, I likely wouldn’t be writing to you today. Hallmark would likely have been 
sold to an out-of-state private equity firm. I, and many of my colleagues, would’ve likely been shown the 
door. Instead, thanks to his decision, I now have a stake in the company’s success, a voice in my 
workplace, and the long-term stability to build a career and life I’m proud of.

And my stoiy is just one of many. If time permitted, we could fill the public hearing with employee- 
owners who would share how transformative employee ownership has been for them and their families. 
But for the sake of your valuable time, we’re happy to connect you with other ESOP companies at a later 
date.

Still, I want to share just a few examples of the impact ESOP ownership has had at Hallmark. Two 
associates retired after 41 years of service, with others reaching 37, 28, and 26 years - remarkable tenure 
that is increasingly rare to see in today’s workforce. Both of our 41-year retirees left with nearly seven 
figures in their ESOP account. Our 26-year Warehouse Lead retired with a six-figure ESOP balance.

And it’s not just retirees. One longtime sales leader used his ESOP distribution to fulfill his dream of 
owning his own business and opened a pet supply store with his brother. They’ve since opened a second 
location right here in southeast Wisconsin. Others have used their distributions for down payments on 
homes, new family vehicles or to achieve long-term financial stability.

But the stoiy that has impacted me the most is that of Nancy, who worked at Hallmark for 40 years. 
Nancy was known as our “purple princess”, purple was her favorite color, and she wore it proudly in 
everything from her hair to her car and even her house. It also happened to be our corporate color, making 
it all the more fitting.



Tragically, at age 60, Nancy was diagnosed with ALS and had to retire early. Though not of retirement 
age, her years of service made her eligible for a diversification from her ESOP account. Those funds 
allowed her to remain in her home and receive 24/7 care until she passed in 2024. Afterward, her 
remaining ESOP balance was passed on to her family. That was Nancy’s legacy - something she spent her 
life building, and I know she was incredibly proud of what she was able to leave behind.

Witnessing Nancy’s experience helped me understand the true power of employee ownership. This isn’t 
just a retirement benefit - it is life changing. Without the ESOP, Nancy wouldn’t have been able to 
afford the care she needed, or the comfort of staying in her own home surrounded by what she loved. And 
she wouldn’t have been able to leave behind a six-figure legacy for her family - one that at will impact 
their lives for years to come.

Unfortunately, far too few business owners are even aware that employee ownership is an option. That is 
why Senate Bill 21 is so essential. It lowers the financial and informational barriers to conversion and 
provides the tools and resources owners need to transition their businesses responsibly and sustainably.

Wisconsin is facing a generational wave of business succession. Thousands of owners will retire in the 
coming years, and without tools like those in this bill, many of those businesses could be sold to out-of- 
state buyers, or closed entirely, taking jobs and local wealth with them.

But if we support employee ownership, we can keep those businesses thriving right where they are, in the 
hands of the people who helped build them.

Wisconsin is already a leader in the ESOP community. This is our moment of opportunity. With Senate 
Bill 21, we have a chance to strengthen that leadership, support working families, and protect the 
economic engines that drive our state forward.

I respectfully urge you to support Senate Bill 21 - not just because it makes strong economic sense, but 
because it changes lives and gives workers like me the chance to own a piece of the future we’re working 
so hard to build.

Thank you for your time and consideration.

Respectfully submitted,

Ariana Bodenbach
Vice President - Human Resources 
Hallmark Building Supplies, Inc. 
901 Northview Road, Suite 100 
Waukesha, WI 53188 
262-408-4247 
abodenbach@hllmark.com
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Hello,

I am a business valuation professional who specializes in ESOP valuation located in 
Southeastern Wisconsin. I have first-hand experience with well over 100 ESOP companies, 
many of which are located in Wisconsin.

I have seen the positive impact that ESOPs can have on businesses and their employees. 
ESOPs foster a more equitable economy where people from all economic and educational 
backgrounds can reap the benefit of ownership in a business. ESOPs provide a stronger 
compensation package to employees, typically perform better than like non-ESOP 
companies, and are more likely to retain employees during a downturn. All of these factors 
benefit your constituents and allow for a stronger local economy. Further, incentivizing 
ESOPs helps existing business owners by providing an exit strategy that will keep the 
business located in Wisconsin and viable over the long-term. Without ESOPs, many 
business owners are left selling to PE or to a competitor when they are ready to retire, 
which can lead to lay-offs or the relocation of the business out of state to enhance the 
acquirer’s bottom line. Even if a business owner has a successor/heir with no plans to 
conduct lay-offs or relocate, ownership remains concentrated in the hands of that 
successor and the significant benefit of ownership is not realized across the employee 
base.

ESOPs are a fantastic tool for promoting stronger employee engagement, better employee 
compensation and an alternative exit strategy that maintains the legacy of selling owners 
and their companies. I hope you will support the creation of ESOPs in our state by 
supporting SB 21.

Thankyou,

Brandon Nelson



To Chair Senator Patrick Testin, Vice-Chair Senator Tomczyk, and Members of the Senate 
Committee on Agriculture and Revenue:

When I first was hired at Sentry Equipment almost 7 years ago, I had never heard of employee 
ownership. As a 26-year-old young professional, it seemed too good to be true that early in my 
career a company would invest so much in me and I would have a meaningful impact on the 
company as an owner. I remember asking several times to make sure I was understanding correctly 
-the company would give me 8% annually of stock, and I didn’t have to do anything other than be 
employed?

i tookthe job, and it has been one of the best decisions of my life. The impact employee ownership 
has on the culture here at Sentry is unmatched, and I feel privileged in my role in HR that I get to be 
so involved and continue to steward that. I have enjoyed getting to hire new people into the 
company and walk them through that same amazement I had when first learning about employee 
ownership and what that can mean for someone and their family. Each year when i get my updated 
ESOP statement mailed to my home, my husband comments I can never quit working at Sentry 
because it provides such an opportunity to build wealth for our family and our future. In addition to 
building wealth, after experiencing employee ownership and its culture firsthand, it would be 
difficult for me to consider working somewhere that doesn’t have that.

As an HR leader, I see how ownership transforms engagement into accountability: employees think 
like stewards, invest in skills, and stay for the long haul because their effort builds shared value. In 
our case, we are 100% employee-owned, and that ownership structure consistently strengthens 
retention, safety, and customer outcomes—because the gains and the responsibilities belong to all 
of us. As a 100-year-old Wisconsin manufacturer and a 40-year ESOP, we’ve proven how 
broad-based ownership sustains performance and has impact across generations.

Employee ownership means a real stake in the future. It turns paychecks into long-term wealth, and 
it builds a culture where people bring ideas forward, mentor the next generation, and choose to 
grow careers here at home. That dynamic—owners building value together—also stabilizes and 
strengthens Wisconsin businesses: profits are reinvested locally, succession transitions keep 
companies rooted in their communities, and the multiplier effects of stable, quality jobs ripple 
across the state. For those reasons, policies that reduce conversion friction and encourage 
ownership education truly matter.

Please find my testimony in support of AB 17/SB 21 for the Public Hearing on January 8th.
These bills create practical tools that will help more Wisconsin companies become 
employee-owned and keep jobs in the state. By lowering barriers for owners and expanding 
understanding among advisors and business leaders, AB 17/SB 21 will accelerate transitions that 
preserve legacy businesses, protect manufacturing and service jobs, and broaden wealth creation 
for everyday Wisconsinites. I respectfully urge the Committee to advance these measures so more 
employees can become owners—and more Wisconsin communities can share in the benefits of 
resilient, locally anchored companies.

Regards,

Mikaela Gitto, SPHR

VP of Human Resources at Sentry Equipment
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Millwork Distributors, Inc.
------- Employee Owned and Operated ---------

RE: Support for SB 21 and Employee Ownership in Wisconsin

Committee Chair Testin, Vice-Chair Tomczyk, and Members of the Senate Committee on Agriculture and 
Revenue;

Our company, Millwork Distributors, Inc. (MDI) in Oshkosh, Wisconsin, became an ESOP in 2020.1 have had the 
honor of helping lead this transition and have watched the pride and financial well-being of our employee- 
owners grow as we work together to build on the legacy left by the original owners. Since becoming employee- 
owned, MDI has experienced the most profitable years in its history; driven in large part by the shared goals, 
accountability, and personal financial upside that employee ownership provides. We have added new product 
lines, purchased our operating facilities, invested in new machinery and equipment, and are currently 
undertaking a major warehouse expansion to support our continued growth. We are proud to have centered 
that growth in Oshkosh.

Employee-owned companies help strengthen Wisconsin's economy by keeping jobs local, retaining institutional 
knowledge, and supporting long-term decision-making rather than short-term gains. ESOPs, are more likely to 
stay rooted in their communities and reinvest in their workforce, which benefits employees, families, and local 
economies across the state.

Employee ownership has a meaningful impact on both workers and businesses. It creates a stronger connection 
between employees and the long-term success of the company, encourages accountability, and promotes 
stability. When employees have a stake in the outcome, they are more engaged, invested, and committed to 
doing their work well.

For these reasons, I encourage you to support SB 21. Thank you for your time and for your service to Wisconsin. 

With appreciation,

Amy Malzhan
Vice-President Human Resources
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