First District Small Business Advisory Council

Meeting Minutes

Monday, July 13, 2009
The meeting began with introductions from the group.  Overview of the agenda was provided.

Rep. Wittman hoped that the basic agenda for the group would be to introduce issues in this initial meeting and provide for a continual dialogue between his office and the business community.  There is a variety of legislation, such as Cap & Trade, the Stimulus package and healthcare that have been introduced and acted on and he wanted the attendees to feel at home in helping to make decisions on future legislation.

Rep. Wittman discussed the Small Business Innovation and Technology Act and Small Business Tech Transfer Act which would provide seed money for small businesses to organize their product applications. This is basically a set aside program for domestic small business concerns to engage in research and development that has potential for commercialization.  This bill directs federal agencies to help in tech transfer.  If technologies are developed by small businesses, this bill helps for practical application of these ideas.  Rep. Wittman has voted in favor of both of these bills and these are now waiting for approval on the Senate side.

There was a discussion of concerns on current SBA operations.  Several attendees indicated that they have had challenges in dealing with the SBA; Rep. Wittman said that he and his colleagues on the Hill are discussing the best approach to take to improve SBA’s performance. Several complaints from the attendees included issues that the SBA makes it difficult for banks to help small businesses.  The paperwork is voluminous for loan origination.  One attendee suggested that the SBA should have their own set of paperwork.  Rep. Wittman said that they're looking for ways to streamline the administrative process.  

Rep. Wittman indicated that there have been recent discussions on how to redirect stimulus funds for small businesses.  Rep. Wittman said that he does not yet know how this money will be available to small businesses.  It has only been discussed conceptually at this point and he will let the group know when he gets more information on this issue.

Rep. Wittman said that there are currently concerns with contracting issues and acquisition reform.  Discussions among the attendees focused on workers transitioning from private sector into Civil Service positions.  There was discussion about the issue of what is inherently governmental, as CRS has come out with a definition that is 60 pages long. In other words the question is what functions are inherently governmental and on the other hand what functions could be carried out by contractors depending on their cost and benefits to the agency.  Rep. Wittman said that the House Armed Services Committee plans to hold hearings on this issue as we transition to a large government workforce in acquisitions.

Rep. Wittman opened the discussion up for the groups' comments on the issues that have been discussed so far.  He pointed out that Cap and Trade is on the back burner in the Senate; and that Card Check is on hold at this point.  

He summarized the four major Healthcare proposals currently being considered:

In the Senate: Baucus:  1.6 trillion to cover 28-30% of the uninsured for 10 yrs.  Currently trying to whittle down to a trillion which will reduce 20-25% people covered.

Kennedy:  in process of being scored; pricetag is estimated at $2 trillion.

In the House:  A Tri Committee legislative version has been introduced which combines the  Health, Ways and Means and Energy and Commerce Committees to make one bill.  It was introduced last week but it did not have enough agreement with the Majority side.  It will provide a public option, require medium and large employers provide insurance, will tax employer based benefits, will eliminate most itemized deductions for those filing jointly whose income exceeds $250,000.  And higher taxes have been suggested for alcohol, sugary beverages and other fatty foods like candies.

Rep. Wittman stated that the Administration’s proposal has a trillion dollar pricetag.  It promotes access for all and addresses portability issues but does not offer specific definitions of how to achieve these and how much cost it will entail.

Rep. Wittman asked that staff distribute the Kaiser Family Foundation Side by Side comparison to the group.  This comparison provides a good overall summary of the major healthcare proposals that are now under consideration.

Rep. Wittman said that the House minority bill focuses on cost containment and is being scored by the CBO.  He stated that healthcare currently comprises 17% of our GDP and is increasing 1% annually.  The minority legislation wants to offer choices among coverages, proposals for tort reform to create a limitation on awards (as this currently differs from state to state), examines using EMRs to facilitate medical information, reviews ways of promoting healthy lifestyles and wellness and is trying to create a system where consumers can function more as consumers than they presently do.  They want to put the decision making in the hands of the consumer.

Rep. Wittman asked the group what they think Congress needs to be doing to provide immediate help for small businesses.  The Small Business Council group that he met with earlier in the day urged that we save the stimulus dollars, and administratively streamline some of the pieces of healthcare that we deal with. 

One attendee pointed out that there are problems with the net 30 days that is written into  contracts and that the government should examine ways to streamline this process administratively: for instance, reduce timeframe to net 14 days.  

Concerning healthcare:  several council members observed that there is a huge administrative burden for filing paperwork for doctors and that drives the costs up.  Can we get some control on this?  Most administrators are gatekeepers.  Every insurance company has its own set of paperwork, people, and rules.  The Department of Health and Human Services could regulate a standard set of data and forms to help with this issue.  Another attendee pointed out issues with FEMA and who would have access to the medical records in the event of a catastrophic event.  In short, we need to simplify the information requirements. 

Portability is a huge issue:  without a preexisting condition, an individual is presently allowed 60 days but we are examining how we can improve on this timeframe.  One proposal put forward would  provide a $2500 tax credit or an advance able credit to go out into the marketplace and look at the options.  However, a large number of individuals are uninsured by choice.  Unintended medical circumstances cause the most issues with bankrupting folks.

Several members discussed ways to incentivize healthcare such as establishing parameters for instituting tax credits for wellness and prevention.  There was discussion on tort reform issues and malpractice cases and how to address these issues.

One attendee suggested ways of allowing coops as an avenue for change.  She pointed out that the Farm Bureau has plans that a business can pick that is the best plan for a small business and what fits that business’ budget.  

If an employer based plan can provide incentives for employees to participate in a wellness program the business will get a tax break on the medical insurance.  This offset needs to include not just the employer, but the employee for using it.  It has to be twofold.

Many pointed out that it is an oxymoron for the government to streamline how paperwork and business is done.  It tends to make it more, not less complicated.  Anything that can be done to streamline paperwork would be good, but the challenge is how to do it.  Another attendee stated that it is obvious that America is getting older and as a result there are more health issues to deal with.  Those issues are going to be very costly and businesses cannot afford to discount those people as they need to stay in the workforce.  Medicare, donut hole issues for older individuals are costly and are presenting challenges for the older generation as these individuals choose to remain in the workplace.

Rep. Wittman stated that he has had discussions with colleagues about long term care issues.  He said that we need to provide incentives for individuals to apply for and pay into long term care, as the last 18 months of life is where the significant part of the total healthcare costs come into play.  There was discussion that personal assistance for the chronically ill still takes a backset to acute medical care. The issue is management of costs vs. quality of life.  

One attendee cited that the town of Colonial Beach had a healthcare insurance issue:  Since the cost of healthcare is so high, an employer in that area will only pay for a single person for their healthcare premium.  In short, one person was covered but their families weren't covered because the employer could not afford to cover the entire family.

Another attendee suggested that individuals who take parents into their households should have a tax break of some kind and claim them as dependents, while taking care of them in their final years.  The IRS currently makes it difficult for those who take their parents in to use their parents funds to take care of them.  How could we set those assets aside for end of life care?

Rep. Wittman asked attendees to tell him what aspects of the proposals they disagree with.  Several said that they have an issue with taxing their insurance.  Small businesses cannot afford that right now.  Larger corporations might be able to work around those problems but small groups cannot.  

There was a discussion about taxing certain food groups and input from representatives in the state wine industry about issues with the excise tax with a small business credit. Anything that adds to their costs can be detrimental to their business.

Rep. Wittman asked attendees’ opinions regarding eliminating itemized deductions for people filing jointly for 250k for gross income.  Many stated that this is debilitating.  Several people said that making jobs is their job and they can't do that and it would make things very difficult.  Some were opposed to any tax increase on anybody at any time.

One attendee pointed out the challenges as a result of the downturn on contributions to charitable organizations as some of these organizations have provided jobs for locals.  

One attendee pointed out that, given the demographics in the First District, when you have dual income families, ie.,  two GS 14s will be making more than 250k per year.  These families don't get the tax breaks that they should. Where are the incentives when you raise taxes and cut deductions?  

Another attendee stated that small businesses are the backbone of our country but so many small businesses are closing their doors.  Companies are tying 401ks to profitability.  Government interference is impacting a small businessman's ability to maintain a good workforce and operate in a responsible way.  Getting hit at the state and local level, nobody is coordinating how much taxes are being raised.

Rep. Wittman said that he, Rep. Frank Wolf and others have introduced the Save Act which would appoint individuals to a board-type entity for a year to travel around the country and gather ideas on various issues, including our most pressing such as proposing how to balance the budget, and how to make Medicare and Social Security solvent.  Congress would then have two choices to act on this:  either vote up or down.  This then takes these issues out of the realm of politics and makes this a practical application of the democratic process where citizens actually have input into how decisions are being made in their government. 

Rep. Wittman then summarized Cap and Trade.  He said that if the Senate acts on this it will come back to the House to be examined in discussions in a conference committee.  He thinks that if they put off discussions until after the August recess, it is less likely that anything substantive will emerge by the end of the year.  Attendees’ thoughts and concerns on Cap and Trade included observations such as the fact that this is an economy killer; the increased costs of energy will bury most of us; agriculture is one of the primary industries in Virginia and within the winery industry owners already are hit by expenses with fertilizers, spray materials, gas for the tractors, energy used to produce their product, and to efforts to move their products to market.  This was tried in Spain and it didn't work, nor did it work in Australia.  As farmers, they do alot to sequester carbons and they would like some credit for this.  In short, it is a “con game ripoff” and another name for a tax. 

Rep. Wittman said that these actions by the government do not create a level playing field legislatively as many participating parties have their own interests.  The small businesses will be paying as the large companies will get a pass and get allowances to be able to continue to pollute and manipulate the system to pay for a credit and purchasing companies that will be on the receiving end of getting the credits.  

Card check:  Sen. Reid has indicated that this legislation is coming to the floor unless he has the votes.  Not enough support but as Senator Franken has now been sworn in this might make a difference.  It will pass the House, but the Speaker will not act on it until the Senate acts.  Cloture will be the lynchpin vote.  He asked for thoughts on this issue, and several attendees stated that they are against Card Check. He explained that this would do away with the secret ballot and force arbitration.  Concern is losing the secret ballot and shifting the balance to the other side.  Rep. Wittman urged the council members to contact Sens. Warner , Webb  and the rest of the members of the Virginia delegation about their feelings on this issue. 

Rep. Wittman closed the meeting by telling the group that he has signed onto a bill with Rep. John Fleming of (R-LA) that if Congress votes in favor of healthcare reform, those voting in favor of this program should be willing to subscribe to the system that they are voting on.  He then closed the meeting by thanking the participants for attending and he stated that this is the first of many meetings of this group to gather information and ideas for future discussions with colleagues in Washington.

