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Member Focused; Results Driven

RIFDA Legislative Update

June 29 2011

As of this date the 2011 legislative session is now in fact winding down into its final agenda items – although they have committed to reconvene in the fall for a special session to address the state pension system issues.   The single significant item was, of course the state budget for fiscal 2012 and the related efforts needed to balance this budget.  The revised budget was passed by the House on Saturday morning June 25th at 1:45 AM and sent on the Senate Finance which approved the budget on June 27th and it is expected to go before the full Senate for approval and then on the governor for his signature.  

As discussed previously there were huge concerns on what the House would do in order to balance the budget as the budget that was submitted to them by the governor was quickly rejected.  The House had vowed not to follow the governor’s extensive sales tax expansion and over hall but to come up with alternate measures to balance the budget including cutting planned spending as well as look at other sources of revenue.  This put some of the legislation we have been following and actively lobbying against in play as viable income options for the state.  The most obvious of these bills that had a potential to be part of the budget plugging process was the Beverage tax legislation (H 5432 & S 295) where the income estimate tag posted of (depending on what source you believed) $16-26M. 

Fortunately, through successful lobbying and strong consumer push back this was not included in Budget or its amendments that was sent to the Senate.  The budget was balanced by making more cuts to a number of state programs, adjusting fees and adding to the base of those businesses that are subject to the minimum corporate tax, abolishing “special” tax breaks (most notably to the film industry), as well as keeping the current sales tax at 7% and adding a few more categories to the base of taxation.  One of these categories that will affect our industry is the inclusion of over the counter drugs which will now be subject to the 7% sales tax.

The other expansions of the sales tax base include tour and travel agencies services; computer software delivered electronically; a series of other specific digital downloads now subject to sales tax; and the newly legalized medical marijuana purchases.   The only positive aspect relating to the sales tax is the provision that if the federal Streamlined Sales & Use Tax passes and requires online retailers to collect and remit taxes to the state of the recipient the overall sales tax rate on all products and services in RI would be lowered to 6.5% - making the state more competitive with other neighboring states.  

I would like to take a moment to thank all of those individual members and companies that supported our efforts in defeating the beverage tax, particularly those retailers that helped increase consumer awareness by allowing the distribution of materials and petitions in their stores.  In addition I would like to thank and commend our legislative committee for their efforts in cording programs and actively representing the membership at a number of hearings and other related lobbying activities.

Beyond the beverage tax, the association was successful in helping to defeat or delay other measures submitted during this year’s session that would have been detrimental to our cause.  

These bills were outlined previously but here is a quick recap by subject matter: 

· Additional food safety requirement legislation, H 5502 and H 5631)

· Plastic Bag legislation S 354 and S 455

· S 459 and H 5888 which dealt with product stewardship 

· Combined reporting legislation (H 5738 and S 604) – although the new budget calls for an impact study (not used for determining taxes) that will require those that meet the criteria to file information in this format

On the pro-active side of the equation we had a couple of successes in moving initiatives ahead that we would like to see implemented going forward.  These include S 318 and companion bill H 5467 which provided controls on swipe fees and other credit card controls.  This made significant progress and gained legislative support through the session.  Pending federal legislation and related outcome this will be an area we monitor and actively support during the next session.  We had also actively supported a number of House bills (particularly H 5607 among others) that centered on providing sales tax holidays that would mimic those in neighboring states and keep RI shoppers in RI during these periods.

Overall this year would certainly be labeled successful for the association on the legislative front.  Unfortunately, it would seem that many of these potentially harmful issues will most likely be introduced with modification again next year.  

Additionally, there are two other areas of concern that did not see significant effort on behalf of the General Assembly this year that will more than likely be on their agenda for next year.  These would include minimum wage bills tied to CPI and Mandatory Paid sick leave legislation.  The climate was not receptive in this session due to the economy, budget deficit and initial focus on social legislation for any serious legislation to be presented this session.  Next year however it would seem very probable.   

The state legislature will reconvene for a special session in the fall that will focus on the pension issues.  If there are concession made there or even worse forced givebacks it would increase the likelihood that some legislators will be looking at these other areas as this will be an election year for most legislators.     

The RIFDA legislative committee has already begun preparing for dealing with some of these returning issues in an effort to be prepared and proactive.  This includes not only forming stronger relationships with House and Senate leadership and key committee chairpersons but also developing strategies and programs that illustrate the associations and its member’s actions, progress, commitment, and achievements in these areas – which significantly improves our influence on this legislation.    
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