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Member Focused; Results Driven

RIFDA February Legislative Update
The RI General Assembly has continued its slow process of integrating its high number of new members as well as the establishing of relationships among the new and old members.  This relationship building includes not only the interaction with other legislators, but also the relationship among new committee members (and new committee chairman) as well as building relations with the new governor and his executive branch in general.  This has had the result of slowing down some of the topical discussions and submission of new legislation.
The major areas of focus currently are legalizing gay marriage and to a lesser extent proposals made to repeal some of the changes regarding E-verify that were past in the last session.  It is believed that with the gay marriage proposal going to a floor vote in the House (and the assumption it will be passed in the House) that other matters of policy will be addressed.  This is consistent with the fact that the general “assimilation” of new members will be fairly complete as well.
Among the bills that have been introduced that have impact on our industry would be the bill submitted by the Senate President and others (S 0087) that establishes a RI Health Exchange including how executive board members would be appointed.  This is basically a necessity as required by the new federal health care reform legislation.

A number of the other bills submitted seem to be a direct result of outcomes from a business forum sponsored by the Small Business Administration and the RI Economic Development Council that was held three weeks ago.  This meeting included the participation of a number of small and medium size Rhode Island businesses as well as a majority of the General Assembly leadership, the governor, and a majority of the governor’s new cabinet.   Having attended this forum in 2010 and this year, I can attest to the fact that this event grew in participation (both business leaders and elected officials) and significance with this year’s changes resulting from the November elections.

The business participants of this forum broke out in small groups and then reported back on what issues and opportunities they would like to see the state government address.  The majority of these recommendations are a direct result of addressing the current state 
economic situation and the need to grow jobs by providing a better business environment (and culture) - as well as incentives to grow business.  The issues brought out included the tax structure that existed for small business, the high (and slow) licensing process and requirements, lack of funding for new business or business expansion, and existing laws that make it more expensive and/or less efficient for businesses.  There was a resulting commitment by legislators in attendance to address these issues in the current sessions.        

A few of these bills that we are monitoring and their current status:
· H 5060:  This act establishes maximums per bracket for corporate business tax and eliminates this tax for smaller businesses.  (Assigned to House Finance)
· H 5167:  Similar to above but would keep a corporate tax for small business although at a current rate. (Assigned to House Finance)

· S 0087:   Similar to H 5060 that would eliminate the mandatory minimum of corporate tax owed (Assigned to Senate Finance)

· H 5184:  Allows businesses to pay hourly workers on a biweekly or monthly basis (Hearing in House Labor on Feb. 9th was postponed at the request of the sponsor)
· H 5185:
Exempts workers Comp require for businesses with 3 or less full time employees (Hearing scheduled in House Labor)
We are also watching a few of bills that were introduced that are in the area of food safety.  Three bills were submitted in the House by Rep. McNamara – most designed to help to better define current food safety requirements and/or resolve perceived issues that exist.  A hearing that was scheduled on Feb. 9th for a bill that defined the requirements for food safety managers (favorable to most food producers and retailers) was postponed at McNamara’s request.       

RIFDA’s legislative committee will continue to review the progress of these bills and other that will be submitted that could positively or negatively impact the food industry in RI.  We are also looking proactively for opportunities in the areas we defined at the beginning of this session.  
We also have a unique opportunity for our members as part of our Annual Trade Day on March 10th at the Providence Marriott.  During the networking reception we will have several members of the House Small Business Committee in attendance.  This will provide a good opportunity for members to meet these legislators and interact with them on issues that they would like to bring forth.  
This committee has also agreed to meet with our legislative committee at the state house and work with us on some of our concerns and help elevate some of our initiatives. Needless to say, if we can get other RIFDA members to meet these committee members – particularly if they happen to live or work in their districts – this would really help in developing this relationship and serve to benefit our association.     
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