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December 22, 2008 
 
 
 
Dear President-Elect Obama: 
 
Congratulations on your election and thank you for your determination to pursue a substantial 
stimulus package with its emphasis on the creation of jobs and useful, sustainable infrastructure. 
 I write to provide you specific examples of such projects in Dane County with the hope that they 
can be included in your legislation and that they are replicable, especially in the upper Midwest.  
Like many others, I am tempted to ask for your assistance on a variety of worthwhile long-term 
projects, especially with regard to transportation and energy creation and sustainability.  But in 
light of the urgency of our economic problems and your decision to take steps that have 
significant consequences within two years, I focus on projects with the sort of clear, good, and 
quickly achieved benefits you are looking for. 
 
The first is a request for county highway repaving projects.  This probably seems mundane in the 
extreme but they offer big advantages for your program (a list of the projects is attached):   
 

1. All of these projects can be implemented quickly -- in the 2009 construction season, 
between April and October.  All are either already planned or can be designed within 
several weeks (they are included in the County’s five year, Capital Improvement Plan).  
Repaving or overlay projects do not require extensive engineering or environmental 
studies. 

2. They are locally popular and, conversely, never controversial.  The repaved roads are 
safer and easier to drive. 

3. They are environmentally sound and sustainable.  Technology and practices have 
changed over the last few years so that the old pavement, whether it is some form of 
asphalt or concrete, is recycled, usually as part of the repaving itself.  Also, recycled 
shingles can be used in repaving asphalt roads.  The projects themselves are on roads that 
have been part of our transportation system for decades -- there is no sprawl issue here.  
They are long-term improvements with a life span of about twenty years. 

4. They immediately create good paying jobs.  All of the jobs are contracted out to local 
construction companies who pay family-supporting wages and benefits.  The work will 
go to several different companies.  The average size paving crew for such projects is ten 
people.  The listed projects will take a total of approximately four months to complete.   

5. You will find ten projects listed; they occur across Dane County and so would benefit 
both urban and rural residents throughout the County and the thousands of commuters 
who travel to Dane County from surrounding counties for work every day.  Three are on 
the most heavily traveled roads in the County. 

 



 

Page 2 of 4 

Costs for the projects are $6.18 million.  The federal percentage for such projects varies but a 
common ratio is 80% federal, 20% local.  With this letter, I commit to the 20% county match (up 
to $1.236 million) as soon as the federal funding is available.   

 
A second type of project that fits your program extremely well is bridge deck replacement.  The 
County has three bridge projects for which it could immediately accelerate planning and have 
construction completed in the 2010 construction season.  Again, these projects are contracted out 
so that private sector jobs are created or sustained.  Total costs of the three listed projects are 
approximately $1.4 million.  Again, I commit to funding the local share of these projects 
($280,000) in the County’s 2010 budget. 

 
Finally, I understand and support your goal of working with state and local governments who 
will be good partners in the stimulus.  In addition to the commitment to local funds that I make 
in this letter, please be assured that Dane County is already committed to lots of highway 
maintenance and repair in 2009.  Our capital budget contains eleven projects with $2.615 million 
in local revenue to match another $2.873 million in other local, state, and federal funds.  Another 
$250,000 is contained in our operating budget for repaving shorter stretches of road.  These are 
the highest amounts for several years. 

 
Roads are, of course, a need and priority throughout the country.  Hundreds of local governments 
have repaving projects queued up for the next few years, with many on key roads.  However, 
because of severe floods and winters over the last two years, an abundance of streams and rivers, 
and extensive county road systems, in place for many decades because of our agricultural 
economy with its many family dairy operations, the upper Midwest has an especially pressing 
need for highway repavement and small bridge replacement. 

 
Those thousands of our family-owned dairy farms offer the second excellent opportunity for 
sustainable, productive stimulus spending.  Wonderful Wisconsin cows create two products in 
almost miraculous abundance:  milk and manure.  Manure can present farm management and 
sometimes severe water quality problems.  But, properly handled, it has as many beneficial uses 
as milk.  When processed in properly designed and equipped anaerobic digesters, almost all of 
the phosphorous is removed from the manure and is available for other uses (solving the key 
water quality issues); clean, useful solid by-products are created (can be used as potting soil, 
bedding material for cows, or in the manufacture of plastics and synthetic wood); the resulting 
methane is used to generate electricity or is converted to natural gas or compressed natural gas. 
From a farming perspective, the digester substantially ameliorates the need to store manure in 
large, extremely expensive facilities and to spread the manure, which requires a lot of land and 
generates environmental problems, especially if spreading has to occur in the winter or spring. 
Because of the carbon released by untreated manure, digesters are also recognized for their 
contribution in controlling greenhouse gases and are eligible for carbon credits.  Finally, 
digesters are relatively complex operations that require skilled, well-paid construction crews to 
build and skilled, well-paid technicians to maintain.  They are a great source of green, great-
paying jobs.  Each digester creates about fifteen to twenty construction jobs during its twelve to 
eighteen month construction period.  Each requires at least two technicians.  Finally, each will 
generate additional jobs, depending on the type of material produced at each facility (for 
example, packagers of potting soil or haulers of phosphorus). 
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Currently, some large (over 1,000 cows) dairy operations are investing in digesters, often with 
some form of public assistance.  However, as you well know, the upper Midwest has thousands 
of small to medium-sized farms, which, on their own, will probably not be able to afford 
digesters for many years.  Dane County is addressing this opportunity with a pilot project for a 
cluster of neighboring farms to develop and operate a digester on a cooperative basis.  When 
successful, this is a model that can be replicated throughout the Upper Midwest, with the results 
of lots of sustainable energy, reduced air and water pollution, more financially secure farms, and 
lots of new jobs.  The current site of the county’s work is Lake Mendota watershed, just north of 
Madison.  In addition to successfully completing a thorough feasibility study for this project, we 
have budgeted $1.1 million to complete technical and business plans for the facility and 
participate in the financing should that prove necessary.  Construction should start late in 2009 
or early in 2010.  We believe a second site is ripe for development in the Black Earth Creek 
watershed.  Black Earth Creek is a nationally recognized trout stream imperiled by manure 
runoff.  The surrounding dairy farms tend to be smaller than in the northern part of the county 
and, as part of the Upper Midwest’s Driftless Area (which includes southwest Wisconsin, 
northeast Iowa, and southeast Minnesota), these farms are located in steep terrain with a world-
significant occurrence of spring-fed streams.  Including a Black Earth Creek manure digester (for 
$1 million) in a stimulus package will improve replicability of digesters with all their benefits in 
a big chunk of the Midwest as well as protecting a natural resource of national and unquestioned 
value.  The $1 million covers planning, engineering, and partial financing. 

 
Finally, the capital markets for local governments will benefit from your attention as will the 
federal government’s return on its recent series of investments.  Currently, the credit crisis is 
restricting the ability of local governments to generate capital or is greatly increasing the cost of 
such borrowing.  You and your advisors undoubtedly noticed the experience of the New York 
Port Authority last week.  As we reviewed the municipal markets, it appears that many credit 
worthy municipalities rated AA or below are unable to borrow.  Even AAA-rated local 
governments such as Dane County are facing interest at 1.5% higher than they might reasonably 
expect (Dane County will not be borrowing for some time so this concern is not yet immediate 
for us).  The result is that worthwhile, job-producing, infrastructure-creating local projects are 
stalled or costing local governments and their taxpayers a lot more than they should.  Just about 
all of these governments are far more credit-worthy and carefully managed than the companies 
currently receiving federal assistance. 
 
My suggestion is that your Administration use some of the already authorized bailout funds or 
some of the infrastructure funding to fund some of the local or regional projects.  If the federal 
government loaned the funds at, for example, 4%, it will have locked in a very positive return for 
part of the bailout/infrastructure effort (especially in light of the interest Treasury is paying) 
while financing job-creating infrastructure that is of great use to local or regional economies.   
 
If the federal government provided direct loans to local governments, similar to programs 
offered by the Rural Development Bank, or with the appropriate tax code changes provided a 
federal guarantee of locally issued debt, many local governments could undertake projects that 
are now being deferred due to turmoil in the municipal capital markets.  In light of the amount of 
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the various bailouts and of the probable cost of a stimulus package, $50 billion would be 
relatively modest but would be of immense help to local governments in their capital projects. 
 
I hope you find these suggestions helpful.  Thank you for considering them.  Regardless of your 
decisions on these, please know that I join millions of Americans in holding you in my thoughts 
and prayers as you prepare to lead our country in these most difficult times. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
 
Kathleen M. Falk 
Dane County Executive 
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cc: Wisconsin Congressional Delegation 
 Secretary of Agriculture-Designate Tom Vilsack 
 


