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Testimony before Senate Committee on Government Operations, Labor and
Economic Development

Senate Bill 809

Senator Pat Testin and Representative Tony Kurtz

Good morning. Thank you, Chairman Feyen and committee members for the opportunity to
testify on Senate Bill 809, relating to: the opportunity attraction and promotion program
administered by the Wisconsin Econromic 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, drive economic development and visitors to this state; and/or host an opportunity or
event that was 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.

SB-809 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.
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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.

Additionally, SB-809 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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Committee Chair Feyen, Vice Chair Kapenga, and Members of the Committee,

My name is Krystal Westfahl, and | serve with the
Minocqua Area Visitors Bureau in Wisconsin's
Northwoods and on the board of Destinations
Wisconsin. I'm here today to speak in support of
Senate Bill 809 and the updated language.

SB 809 strengthens Wisconsin’s Opportunity
Attraction Fund by making the program more

responsive and practical to use. These improvements

matter because Wisconsin destinations are
competing with other states for exclusive, high-profile
events, and the communities that can move quickly
with strong financial packages are the ones that win.

From my firsthand experience, the greatest challenge
with the current program has been the length and
complexity of the process. Our application took
roughly five months to reach a point that was close
to a decision. That timeline doesn’t match the pace
of most event opportunities, where bid commitments
and financial terms can be required in a matter of
weeks.

We also encountered multiple rounds of requests for

additional information after we had already submitted

a detailed application. For organizations like ours,
small teams trying to deliver big wins, those added
steps create delays and barriers that make it harder
to compete in real time.

In our case, we pursued and successfully secured
a Major League Fishing tournament, a nationally
televised event. We were proud to bring that
opportunity to Wisconsin, but the timing of the
existing program did not align with the bid timeline.
Like other communities around the state, we had to
move forward without timely clarity, which placed
financial strain on future budgets, a burden that
smaller, rural destinations feel much more sharply
than larger markets.

SB 809 helps address these obstacles so
the fund can function as it was intended:
supporting Wisconsin communities as they
work to land major opportunities that drive
overnight stays, visitor spending, media
exposure, and long-term economic impact.

Rural Wisconsin has a major competitive
advantage—our natural resources. The
Northwoods’ lakes, trails, forests, and winter
conditions make us an ideal fit for high-impact
opportunities like nationally televised fishing
tournaments, outdoor endurance races,

snow sport events, and recreation-focused
conferences. These kinds of events can drive
strong visitor spending, fill lodging in the
shoulder seasons, and showcase Wisconsin to
a national audience, helping rural communities
and the entire state succeed. But the costs
required to compete, especially hosting and
bid-related fees, can make it difficult for
destinations to keep up with other states. By
improving the speed and usability of the
Opportunity Attraction Fund, SB 809 will help
Wisconsin compete more effectively and win
more of these high-impact events.

This bill reflects strong collaboration between
Destinations Wisconsin, Representative Kurtz,
WEDC, the Wisconsin Department of Tourism,
and other partners, all working toward a
program that delivers real results. Supporting
SB 809 is a smart step toward ensuring
Wisconsin remains competitive—and that rural
communities like ours have the tools to succeed
alongside the rest of the state.

Thank you for your time and consideration.
| respectfully ask for your support of SB 809,
and I'm happy to answer any questions.

Krystal Wesljahl—
Krystal Westfahl, President & CEO

GREATER MINOCQUA AREA VISITORS BUREAU, INC.
8216 HWY 51 S, Minocqua, WI 54548
krystal@minocqua.org « (715) 356-5266
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Statement in Support of SB809 from Ellie Westman Chin, President & CEO, Destination Madison

Good morning. | am Ellie Westman Chin, President and CEO of Destination Madison, the destination
management organization for Madison and Dane County. Thank you, Chair Feyen and members of the

committee for the opportunity to speak in favor of SB809.

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. In fact, there are some events we won’t even attempt to bid on because we

know we’re at such a disadvantage.

Recently, we passed on the opportunity to bid on marquee events such as a Volleyball World

Championship and a Grand Slam of Curling. Both those events would be perfect for Dane County and
Wisconsin. We have storied success in those sports. We have famous athletes who are known around
the world in those sports. We have passionate fans for those sports who will turn out in droves to see

the competitions. What we didn’t have was the funds to try to bring them to our state.

SB809 will open the opportunity attraction and promotion program to a wider applicant pool and will
speed up the process to award the funds, which will 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. And it will open the door to even higher profile events like Olympic

Trials and NCAA championships.

| recently spoke before the Assembly Committee on Tourism about AB813. | was thrilled to see there
was unanimous bi-partisan support for changing the language in the Opportunity fund to help

destinations throughout the state. The changes will streamline the funding process for
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WEDC, will open possibilities for more organizations throughout the state to apply, and will bring new

attention to and funds for Wisconsin.

I respectfully'ask the committee to move SB809 along to the next step of the legislative process for

further discussion.

Ellie Westman Chin
President & CEO
Destination Madison

chin@destinationmadison.com

608.258.4944
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To: Members of the Senate Committee on Government Operations, Labor and Economic Development
Sen. Dan Feyen, Chair

From: Bill Elliott, President & CEQ
Date: January 27, 2026

Re: Support SB 809 relating to: relating to: the opportunity attraction and promotion program administered by the
Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation.

On behalf of the approximately 600 members of the Wisconsin Hotel & Lodging Association, we request your support
of Senate Bill 809, which would reform the Opportunity Attraction & Promotion Program. This fund was established in
the 2023-25 budget with the vital goal of aftracting major events with national exposure to Wisconsin, thereby
generating substantial economic activity.

Currently, the program is severely hampered by unnecessary regulatory obstacles, specifically red tape within the
Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation (WEDC). This has unfortunately resulted in the state missing out on
multiple high-profile opportunities and the associated revenue they would generate. Surely Wisconsin's hotels,
restaurants, retail establishments, and tax coffers would have benefited from investing in bringing new regional events to
the state.

SB 809 addresses this inefficiency through several key, necessary changes:

1. Shift from "Grants" to "Sponsorships": By allowing WEDC to sponsor "initiatives" rather than award grants
for "projects," the state can bypass WEDC's strict grant requirements. This simple but effective change in
terminology will enable the timely disbursement of funds, allowing Wisconsin to compete for and secure major
events when opportunities arise, while still allowing WEDC to evaluate the sponsorships on their merits..

2. Inclusion of Non-Public Events: The bill wisely expands eligibility to include events not open to the public,
provided they attract national exposure, substantially contribute to economic growth, and that they are not
regularly scheduled in the state. Furthermore, prioritizing off-season events for funding will maximize the
economic benefit during typically slower periods.

Again, we urge you to pass Senate Bill 809 to cut the red tape and reap the full benefits of the Opportunity Atfraction &
Promotion Program. This action is essential to bring major events and the significant revenue they generate to Wisconsin,
benefiting our economy and enhancing our state's national profile.

Thank you for your consideration of this critical economic development legislation.

125 North Executive Drive, Suite 206 | Brookfield, WI 53005
262.782.2851 | www.wisconsinlodging.org
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