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2012 WEEKLY LEGISLATIVE REPORT

January 13, 2012

General Update

The 2012 Legislative Session is off and running – starting with the Governor’s State of the State address on Tuesday.    Key points of that address include:

· Calling for a .5 cent sales tax increase to go to a vote of the people to allow restoration of government programs and services

· Calling for a $1.50 barrel tax to pay for transportation maintenance

· Requesting a $21 billion package for road projects across the state

The major focus of the session will be closing the $1.5 billion deficit that was not dealt with during the December special session.  In addition, the Governor is proposing legislation that would centralize local B&O tax and license fee collection at the Department of Revenue to simplify payment of these taxes and reduce costs for business.

Another focus of the session will surround the ramifications of the McCleary decision where the Supreme Court ruled that the state was not fulfilling its Constitutional obligation to fully fund education.  Although the court gave the Legislature until 2018 to figure out how to fully fund education in the state, the court decision will have a significant impact on prioritizing of budget cuts and may restrain additional attempts to cut education as a means to preserve other programs.

Liquor Update

We are still working with the Department of Revenue to come up with language simplifying the state liquor taxes.  We are finally seeing some movement and will be meeting with Rep. Chris Hurst and other stakeholders on Monday to hear details of the proposals.  Rep. Ross Hunter, chair of the House Ways and Means Committee, will be holding a work session on I-1183 and the implementation issues on Tuesday the 17th.  This will give us a chance to talk about the challenges presented by the current structure of liquor taxes.  We are expecting the proposal from Department of Revenue to include moving liter taxes to wholesale and implementing a sales tax at retail for the value based taxes.  Issues with tribal tax collection have slowed progress on this front.

The other issue being pushed by WFIA is a resolution to the unfair situation created by initiative language that requires no less than $150 million to be collected in license fees from spirits distributor licensees.  The problem occurs because if there is a shortfall, only spirits distributor licensees will have to pay the additional tax assessment and not distillers delivering direct to retailers – even though distillers delivering directly to retailers have to pay the underlying license fee.  This means the possibility exists for a large retailer with the purchasing power to demand direct delivery could avoid portions of this tax.  We are working to get a bill drafted that rectifies the problem.

These two issues need to remain a priority for phone calls and contacts with legislators until they are resolved.  Grassroots is a key because both fixes need a two-thirds majority vote to pass.

Retrospective Rating

HB 2207 is the new version of our retrospective rating till that was rewritten to be more streamlined and focused on appointment scheduling in order to gain more support from legislators and other retrospective rating groups.  We are expecting labor unions and trial attorneys to continue to fight us on this bill but have heard that opposition might not be as great this year.

A hearing has been scheduled next week in the House Labor & Workforce Development Committee.

One area of concern for this bill is the fact that some legislators, particularly in the Senate, are wary of doing any bills on workers’ compensation this year after the passage of the business-supported, controversial bills last year.  We are hoping to mitigate these concerns with data showing that there are no benefit changes and it is truly an administrative efficiency bill.

Health Care

Health care will be getting some attention this year from the business community.  While AWB and other allies in the business community will be pushing for bills that expand options by allowing businesses to purchase approved plans from other states, the Governor’s office has introduced a bill limiting options by only allowing insurance plans to be sold in the state if the insurer also agrees to sell plans through the Health Insurance Exchange being created.  The business community is going to be fighting HB 2319 in order to ensure that the Exchange (being created as a result of the federal Health Care Reform Act) does not stifle a vital market outside of this new purchasing mechanism to allow businesses maximum choice in health care plans.

Other Items

· Plastic bags and other products:  WFIA opposed in the Senate Environment Committee a series of bills that were heard on Wednesday afternoon banning plastic bags, plastic bottles, and non-compostable food service products.  We also opposed a bill that would have implemented a per bottle fee to fund recycling and waste programs because this is what the litter tax is currently paying for.  It is starting to look as if something regarding plastic bags may get traction this year.  NWGA is pushing the concept of a “model ordinance” that would require any city that wants to do a bag ban to do the ban in the same manner as Bellingham and Seattle (ban bag and a 5 cent fee on paper).  We expect a bill to be dropped in the next day or so doing this.

· Transportation:  With the Governor proposing $21 billion in road projects – much needed road projects, we will be seeing various fee and tax proposals being put forward.  The Governor’s Connecting Washington Task Force suggested a number of revenue options, including increased gas taxes and gross vehicle weight fees.  A package will be put together to send to voters.  If improving roads and highway maintenance are important to WFIA members, we will need to have proactive discussions regarding the best ways to fund these projects.  Tolling has the most voter support.  Gas taxes and other taxes are not as popular.    Attached is a list of revenue options, how much could be collected and whether they need a vote of the people or can be done with a vote of the Legislature -- http://www.governor.wa.gov/priorities/transportation/connect/20111212/revenue_options.pdf
The focus of the Task Force is to prioritize projects based on the best economic benefit.  Here is a link to the principles the Task Force would like to see followed in determining the projects -- http://www.governor.wa.gov/priorities/transportation/connect/20111212/principles_objectives.pdf
This is a short update because we’ve only been in session for three days.  We are expecting to hear more about tax proposals and budget cuts in the next weeks.
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