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Although this year’s legislative session started off slowly as the General Assembly concentrated on the state pension issue and the financial situations of cities and towns in crisis – over the past two weeks we have seen a flurry of new legislation proposed. Keeping in mind that Senate and House leaders are not in full agreement with the governor’s recently submitted budget they are looking a t other options to overcome the projected budget shortfall.  We could see additional legislation submitted that addresses those issues when we get beyond the closing date for bills to be submitted.  Leadership can submit bills after this date and often do. 
Here a few of the bills that we are currently watching closely:

Product Stewardship:
H7027 – Walsh, Handy, Tanzi, & Others – This resolution would create a five member special commission to study producer responsibility.  This bill had a hearing on Feb. 2nd and a Sub A was forwarded for a House vote on Feb. 8th.  The House voted to recommit back to Committee.  We can expect other legislation to be submitted in the area of product stewardship but initial indications are that it will be in the area of mattresses.  

Pay Frequency:
H 7314 – Hearn, Marcello, Tomasso, & Rugguero – This bill would allow companies to pay employees on a less than weekly basis.  There was a hearing on Feb. 7th and it was decided that this bill be held in committee for further study.
Minimum Wage:
H 7396 – Bennett, Gutherie, McNamara & Others – This bill would raise the minimum wage by .35 per hour effective on Jan. 1st 2013.  More alarmingly this bill calls for yearly increases thereafter consistent with the cost of living.  We are, of course, opposed to this bill and although not currently scheduled for a hearing we are in the process of drafting a letter of opposition on behalf of the association.   We may need additional member support if this goes to a hearing.
Beverage Tax:
H 7396 – Ajello, Blazejewski, Naughton, & Others – Similar to last years bill this would tax all sugared beverages (including all fountain drink) at a rate equal to $1.28 per gallon (a penny an 
ounce.  This year’s bill includes detail as to where the funding would go and for what purpose.  In its current form none goes to the general treasury.  We are watching this closely to determine momentum – but due to Ajello’s status as Judiciary Committee Chair this will more than likely be scheduled for a hearing.  We are currently working with new Directors of the Health Department – Dr. Michael Fine – to both make sure there is a clear understanding of what our industry has done to alleviate obesity and to seek other measures to educate and provide alternatives to consumers.  
Transportation Restrictions:  

H 7294 – Malik & Morrison & S 2328 (companion bill) – This bill would not allow trucks over 4 tons to use Rt. 114 in Warren – unless they are doing so for local delivery or pick-up.  This bill needs to be monitored for changes/updates or additional roads.  There are no hearings scheduled in either the House or the Senate.
E Verification:
S 2216 - Cote, Felag, Sheenan & Others - Similar to legislation submitted during previous sessions this bill would require companies with three or more employees to apply to participate in E-Verify and if accepted participate in this screening process.  This bill was referred to committee and is not scheduled for a hearing.

Allergy Awareness:
S 2127 – DiPalma, Ottiano, Perry, and Others – This act would establish “Food Allergy Awareness Program” including menu warnings signage and manager training.  Although many of these requirements are already in place the definitions are not clear as to who these requirements would pertain to.  Although earmarked by sponsors for restaurants this needs to be monitored 

As bill submission deadlines are at hand we will be able to gauge the significance of these bills as the legislative objectives will be defined by House and Senate Leadership.  As stated previously, this is an election year for the General Assembly and this normally dictates some bills being submitted on behalf of constituents that have little chance of moving forward.  Additionally in a state with the current economic climate it would seem unlikely that bills would move forward that would increases taxes and fees or provide controversial restrictions on contributing industries – but nothing is for certain and we need to remain diligent. 

Other Legislative Related Updates:

SNAP Distributions:  

On a related point of interest for our membership we have a meeting scheduled this week with Steven Constantino – the State Secretary of Health & Human Services in order to submit a formal request that the current state distribution of SNAP funds be changed, consistent with a majority of other sates whereby these benefits are distributed over a 10 day period (vs. one day currently).   His support for this will go a long way info moving this initiative forward.  I was able to secure information from FMI that outlines how other states administer this distribution and I think this will serve in providing a good basis to position our request on.   

RI Food Policy Council:

Last week the RI Food Policy Council held in second open meeting where it outlined, in broad terms, its objectives for the coming year.  Additionally, the meeting established the format for future committees that would work on some of these objectives.  It was encouraging to note at this meeting that there was little political presence as the majority of the committee are from academia, non-profit organizations representing agriculture or from the Health and Human Services Departments (activist not necessarily politicians).  Initially the Council seems open to input on where to deploy its resources and most of the recommendations have not been adversarial to our industry.  

The third meeting is scheduled for late March and at that point we should be able to gain a more complete understanding of their planned activities.  It will be interesting to see at that point if they form “opinion” on some of the suggested legislation that is active or if they stick to more tangent programs to help feed the poor and promote RI based agriculture and aquaculture.

