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By TODD RICHMOND

Associated Press

MADISON, Wis. —Wis-
consin Republicans decided 
Wednesday to shift federal aid 
to schools that offer in-person 
instruction, saying science sup-
ports putting kids back in class 
and it’s time to reopen after a 
year of struggling through the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Republican lawmakers have 
grown impatient with schools 
that have chosen to remain vir-
tual as the pandemic drags on. 
They argue their constituents 
need their children in school so 
they can go to work and point 
to recommendations from the 
U.S. Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention and com-
ments from Dr. Anthony Fauci, 
the U.S. government’s top infec-
tious disease expert, and Pres-
ident Joe Biden that children 
need to be in school.

They’ve also cited Wiscon-
sin’s declining COVID-19 case 
rate and school boards aren’t 
listening to demands to reopen.

The state Department of 
Public Instruction had planned 
to distribute $65 million in fed-
eral pandemic aid across 172 dis-
tricts and two charter schools to 
offset aid going to poorer dis-
tricts. But the Republican-con-
trolled Joint Finance Com-
mittee stepped in and voted 
to increase the aid amount to 
$65.5 million and divvy it out 
based on the number of hours of 
in-person instruction offered. 
Districts that offer more hours 

will receive more dollars.
“The right thing is getting 

kids back in school,” Sen. Duey 
Stroebel, a Saukville Repub-
lican, said before the vote. 
“COVID numbers are crater-
ing. If not now, when?”

Committee Democrats cried 
foul, saying the move punishes 
districts that want to remain vir-
tual and forces them to compete 
with districts that go in-person 
for money.

“It is absolutely the wrong 
decision for this body to take 
away or punish local deci-
sion-making,” Rep. Evan Goyke 
of Milwaukee, who attended 
the committee meeting virtu-
ally, shouted into his computer 
screen. “If you don’t like the 
decision, run for school board. 
Don’t micro-manage their deci-
sions from Madison.”

Republicans rejected the 
notion they were punishing 
anyone, saying they were sim-
ply providing an incentive to 
return to in-person learning.

“I get the spin. I get the pol-
itics. That’s what we do here,” 
said Republican Rep. Mark 

Born, a committee co-chair. 
“(But) this is for the folks who 
are doing the right thing to edu-
cate our kids in the classroom.”

Goyke continued to argue, 
accusing Republicans of play-
ing up scientifi c recommenda-
tions that children should be in 
school while working to repeal 
mask mandates.

“You can’t cherry-pick which 
CDC guidelines you want to 
adhere to,” Goyke charged.

Republican lawmakers 
killed Democratic Gov. Tony 
Evers’ statewide mask require-
ment last week, only to see Evers 
reissue it hours later. The state 
Supreme Court is currently 
weighing whether the man-
date is legal.

Republicans insisted the 
state must return to in-person 
instruction.

“Being out of school is not 
mentally healthy and academ-
ically (kids) are going back-
wards,” Sen. Mary Felzkowski 
said. “We’re hearing very loudly 
from our constituency that chil-
dren need to be in school.”

Wisconsin GOP shifts federal aid 
to in-person schools
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WASHINGTON —Fed-
eral authorities are inves-
tigating a massive counter-
feit N95 mask operation in 
which fake 3M masks were 
sold in at least fi ve states to 
hospitals, medical facilities 
and government agencies. 
The foreign-made knock-
offs are becoming increas-
ingly diffi cult to spot and 
could put health care work-
ers at grave risk for the coro-
navirus.

These masks are giv-
ing fi rst responders “a false 
sense of security,” said Steve 
Francis, assistant director 
for global trade investiga-
tions with the Homeland 
Security Department’s prin-
cipal investigative arm. He 
added, “We’ve seen a lot of 
fraud and other illegal activ-
ity.”

Offi cials could not name 
the states or the company 
involved because of the 
active investigation.

Nearly a year into the 
pandemic, fraud remains a 
major problem as scammers 

seek to exploit hospitals 
and desperate and weary 
Americans. Federal inves-
tigators say they have seen 
an increase in phony web-
sites purporting to sell vac-
cines as well as fake medi-
cine produced overseas and 
scams involving personal 
protective equipment. The 
schemes deliver phony 
products, unlike fraud ear-
lier in the pandemic that 
focused more on fl eecing 
customers.

3M, based in Maple-
wood, Minnesota, is among 
the largest global produc-
ers of the N95 mask, which 
has been approved by the 
U.S. National Institute for 
Occupational Safety and 
Health and is considered 
the gold standard in pro-
tection against the corona-
virus. The company deliv-
ered some 2 billion N95 
masks in 2020 as the pan-
demic soared, but in earlier 
months of the pandemic, 
when masks were in short 
supply, fraudsters starting 
popped up.

“They’re not coming 

from authorized distribu-
tors,” said Kevin Rhodes, 
3M’s vice president and dep-
uty general counsel.

Rhodes encouraged 
medical facilities and even 
workers to look on the com-
pany’s website for tips on 
how to spot fakes, namely 
through packaging or faulty 
trademarks.

“These products are not 
tested to see if they make 
the N95 standards,” he said 
“They’re not interested in 
testing them. They’re inter-
ested in making as many as 
they can as cheaply as pos-
sible.”

During the pandemic, 
Homeland Security Inves-
tigations has used its 7,000 
agents in tandem with bor-
der offi cials, the Food and 
Drug Administration and 
the FBI to investigate scams, 
seize phony products and 
arrest hundreds of people to 
help stop fraud. The effort is 
based at the National Intel-
lectual Property Rights 
Coordination Center, a gov-
ernment watchdog aimed 
at enforcing international 

trade laws and combating 
intellectual property theft.

There have been already 
more than 1,250 raids by law 
enforcement that resulted 
in the seizure of 10 million 
counterfeit 3M masks alone. 
The company has fi led more 
than a dozen lawsuits over 
reports of fraud, counter-
feiting and price gouging.

There are many other 
reports of fraudulent masks 
that have reached frontline 
workers.

In the latest matter, 
Homeland Security investi-
gators sent an email warn-
ing of potential fraud to 
certain states. The email, 
viewed by The Associated 
Press, said 3M N95 mask 
models 1860 and 1860S 
may have been provided by 
a company called Q2 Solu-
tions and the masks may be 
fraudulent. The masks have 
a seal that says “Peru,” which 
is not used outside of Latin 
America. The company is 
based in Miami and has 
offi ces around the U.S. and 
globally. It did not respond 
to requests for comment.

Officials in Washing-
ton state examined their 
mask supply, which had 
come from a different com-
pany, and discovered that 
300,000 masks they had 
purchased for about $1.4 
million were counterfeit. 
Offi cials are investigating.

Beth Zborowski of the 
Washington State Hospital 
Association said the fraud 
has the potential to affect 
1.9 million masks but they 

are mostly in stockpile now 
rather than general circu-
lation.

She said the mask sup-
plier had been vetted and 
the masks “passed all the 
physical and visual inspec-
tion test.” Zborowski said 
that for a time, the associa-
tion could not get the masks 
directly from 3M, but the 
company now is expediting 
its order after learning of 
the fraud.

Government investigating massive counterfeit N95 mask scam
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LANSING, Mich. —Gov. Gretchen 

Whitmer on Tuesday pressed state 

lawmakers to allocate billions in 

federal COVID-19 aid, warning that 

a delay could slow Michigan’s vac-

cination rate and efforts to reopen 

schools and help ailing businesses.

The push coincided with Senate 

Republicans’ release of a $2.2 bil-

lion coronavirus relief plan, which 

is less than half of what the Demo-

cratic governor proposed spending 

on one three weeks ago.

“We may fall on the priority list of 

supplies and as a result see a slow-

down in our vaccination rate,” Whit-

mer said during a news conference. 

“This is a very real threat.”

Six weeks after Congress and 

then-President Donald Trump 

enacted the most recent round of 

funding, the GOP-led Legislature 

and governor have not agreed to dis-

burse the aid, which would go toward 

things such as vaccine distribution 

and virus testing, K-12 schools, busi-

nesses, emergency rental assistance.

Asked how much vaccine Michi-

gan could lose if it ran into funding 

problems, Whitmer said “it’s hard to 

put a specifi c number on it.”

There was some movement on 

the spending issue Tuesday. Senate 

Republicans unveiled their own pro-

posal less than a week after House 

Republicans approved nearly $3.6 

billion in spending, including more 

than $2.6 billion in federal funds. 

GOP legislators contend there is no 

need to release all $5 billion in fed-

eral aid immediately.

“Instead of issuing a blank check 

for the governor to use without a 

detailed plan, our plan funds our 

state’s most pressing needs and saves 

additional resources so we can con-

tinue to assess the situation and have 

the ability to respond to problems 

as they arise,” said Senate Appro-

priations Committee Chairman Jim 

Stamas, a Midland Republican.

Whitmer countered that “met-

ing it out in tranches ... is foolish 

because it undermines our ability to 

keep Michigan at the top of the list for 

the supply chain as we are address-

ing COVID needs.”

The Senate legislation, unlike the 

House bills, would not tie school 

funding to the governor agree-

ing to cede the state health depart-

ment’s authority to prohibit in-per-

son instruction or sports to local 

health offi cials. It would, however, 

cut nearly $10.4 million in spend-

ing to eliminate roughly 62 jobs at 

the Michigan Occupational Safety 

and Health Administration and the 

Liquor Control Commission. Both 

agencies have fi ned businesses for 

violating COVID-19 regulations.

Under the Senate plan, $500 mil-

lion in state funding would be used 

to offset businesses’ property tax pay-

ments and licensing and inspection 

fees and to boost the unemployment 

trust fund. Whitmer in late Decem-

ber vetoed legislators’ attempt to 

deposit tax dollars into the fund, 

which is supported by unemploy-

ment taxes assessed on businesses.

The governor, who reiterated 

her call for schools to offer in-per-

son instruction by March 1 at the lat-

est, said both federal and state funds 

would help with that goal and with 

addressing pandemic-related learn-

ing loss.

The Senate proposed nearly $1 

billion in school aid—about half 

what Whitmer and the House sug-

gested—wanting to wait to appropri-

ate nearly $1 billion more.

“Any plan that fails to allocate 

the full amount of funding intended 

for Michigan’s schools would only 

hurt our students and leave them 

further behind their peers in other 

states,” said Robert McCann, execu-

tive director of the K-12 Alliance of 

Michigan, which includes districts in 

Wayne, Oakland, Macomb, Genesee 

and St. Clair counties.

Under the House plan, schools 

that provide face-to-face learning by 

Feb. 15—and for the rest of the aca-

demic year—would get more funding 

than those that remain virtual-only.

“In-person learning can happen 

safely, which is why it’s a primary 

focus of our budget,” said House 

Speaker Jason Wentworth of Farwell.

Whitmer: Delayed aid 
may slow vaccines
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Governor Gretchen Whitmer, left, speaks as Michigan Department of Health 
and Human Services Chief Medical Executive, Dr. Joneigh Khaldun, listens 
in Lansing, Mich., Tuesday.
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MADISON, Wis. —A new 

legal challenge to Gov. Tony 

Evers’ latest mask mandate is 

before the Wisconsin Supreme 

Court, fi led less than a week 

after the Legislature struck 

down a previous order and the 

governor quickly issued a new 

one.

Prominent Republican donor 

Jere Fabick asked the court late 

Tuesday to issue a temporary 

injunction to block the mask 

order Evers issued on Feb. 4, just 

after the GOP-controlled Legis-

lature voted to repeal an ear-

lier order. Fabick’s lawsuit chal-

lenging Evers’ authority to issue 

multiple emergency orders 

remains before the Supreme 

Court, which heard arguments 

in November but has yet to issue 

a ruling.

Republicans and Fabick con-

tend that the Democratic gover-

nor exceeded his authority by 

issuing multiple public health 

emergencies due to the corona-

virus pandemic. Evers tied the 

mask mandates to each emer-

gency order.

Fabick and the GOP-con-

trolled Legislature argue that 

Evers must get legislative 

approval to extend a health 

emergency beyond 60 days if 

it’s for the same event. Evers 

contends the changing nature 

of the pandemic warranted him 

issuing new health orders.

Fabick’s attorneys argued 

in the fi ling Tuesday that the 

Supreme Court needed to take 

“immediate action” to stop the 

latest order from Evers. Repub-

licans in the Legislature have 

said they are awaiting a court 

rule before taking any action 

to strike down the latest mask 

order, which runs until March 

20.

Nearly 60 organizations 

opposed repeal of the mask 

mandate, including groups rep-

resenting hospitals, doctors, 

nurses, EMTs, school admin-

istrators, businesses, children, 

unions, Milwaukee schools, 

American Indian tribes, phar-

macists, firefighters, local 

health departments, senior cit-

izens, churches and dentists.

Fabick is a board mem-

ber and policy advisor for The 

Heartland Institute, a free-mar-

ket think tank, and also the 

president of a multistate Cat-

erpillar equipment and engine 

dealer. He has given more 

than $350,000 to Republican 

or conservative candidates in 

Wisconsin between 1994 and 

the middle of 2020, according 

to the Wisconsin Democracy 

Campaign.

Wisconsin’s COVID-19 cases 

have been trending downward 

since mid-November. The sev-

en-day average of new cases on 

Tuesday was its lowest in fi ve 

months and the state ranks 

11th nationally in the percent-

age of its total population that 

has received at least one dose 

of the vaccine, according to the 

U.S. Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention.

On Wednesday, Evers 

announced that the state’s fi rst 

free community vaccination 

clinic would be at Blackhawk 

Technical College in Janesville. 

The clinic will open for vaccina-

tions on Tuesday. It is projected 

to be able to vaccinate up to 250 

people per day, with a goal of 

ramping that up to 1,000 per 

day, depending on availability 

of the vaccine.

The UW Health System 

reported Wednesday that 

thanks to wearing masks and 

other coronavirus precau-

tions, cases of influenza are 

“practically nonexistent.” As of 

Wednesday, there had been one 

positive fl u test at UW Health. 

That compares with 1,183 at this 

point last year and 149 in 2019, 

the health system said.

Wisconsin Supreme Court 
asked to block mask order

■Senate has 
$2 billion plan

New legal challenge filed less than a week 
after previous challenge was struck down

“
“You can’t cherry-pick which CDC guidelines you 

want to adhere to.”

Rep. Evan Goyke
Milwaukee
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The December 2020 image provided by U.S. Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement shows a counterfeit N96 mask.


