With a special session planned for late October, the focus of the state’s executive branch and the legislature has moved to jobs.  Unemployment in Connecticut remains above 9%, thousands of businesses have closed their doors in the last three years, and not one net new job has been created in the state in the last twenty.  There’s no time to waste, and the special session must lead to measures that will not only attract businesses to the state, but also help those already here create jobs.
During the last several weeks, I have been busy speaking with businesses about their needs.  Among their concerns:
•  Continuing increases in healthcare costs that are among the country’s highest
•  Payroll taxes
•  Difficulties finding people to fill high-precision manufacturing and other types of specialized jobs
•  Heavy regulatory burdens
•  Difficulties obtaining credit for capital investment
•  Permitting and other administrative delays.
Perhaps the greatest concern among businesses of all sizes is the lack of predictability in Connecticut’s tax and regulatory policies. Business owners and executives note that although they must use a 5-10 year timeframe for their business plans, our state government often does not sustain major policy decisions beyond a two-year horizon.  A frequently cited example is this year’s increase in the state corporate tax surcharge rate from 10% to 20%.  Until the 2011-2013 budget passed, this surcharge was slated to disappear altogether last July 1.  Instead, it doubled.  Another significant change was the law passed this year making Connecticut the only state to require businesses to provide paid sick leave.
Two studies released this month corroborate what I’m hearing from constituent businesses and provide further insight. A study published by Stephen Lanza in UConn’s journal The Connecticut Economy found that Connecticut ranks in the top ten of the country’s most regulated states for business.  The ranking is based on factors including its minimum wage, prevailing wage law, mandatory workers’ compensation, special licensing requirements, and state involvement in land use policies.  Lanza argues that easing regulations could stimulate growth, particularly among small businesses.
The Connecticut Business and Industry Association’s (CBIA) 2011 Survey of Connecticut Businesses found that 75% of the state’s businesses have a negative view of Connecticut’s business climate, based on factors like taxes, government actions, and the cost of doing business.  More than two-thirds of the respondents said that this year’s historic state tax increases will directly affect their ability to compete and their decisions on hiring.  Other concerns expressed by large percentages of respondents included outward migration of people between the ages of 21 and 45, difficulties in finding qualified workers, lack of a business-friendly climate in the state, and regulatory burdens.
Meanwhile, Connecticut has just lost jobs for the fourth consecutive month.
It’s urgent for state government to get busy creating an environment where businesses can grow and get people back to work.  What should come next?
•  The General Assembly must work in a bipartisan, truly collaborative manner to act on the specific recommendations offered by business owners and executives.  These include tax credits, incentives for capital investments, improved access to credit, reducing regulations, eliminating some of the more than 70 insurance mandates that make health benefits so expensive in Connecticut, capping the gasoline gross receipts tax (which rises with the price of gas), upgrading transportation infrastructure, and reducing the size and cost of state government.  This last was cited by 52% of the CBIA survey respondents as the single action most important for stimulating economic growth.
•  We must be particularly attentive to the needs of small businesses, the real driver of Connecticut’s economy.  Eighty-eight percent of our state’s businesses have fewer than 20 employees.
•  Our higher education system must be part of the plan.  I sit on the legislature’s Higher Education Consolidation Committee, and much discussion in our first meeting this week centered on how our state universities and community colleges can collaborate with businesses to provide students with skills in disciplines where there are available jobs.
Above all, we must listen intently to potential job creators.  Leading up to the special session, I am continuing to visit with as many business owners and executives as I can.  If you have concerns, ideas, or suggestions, please get in touch.  I want to hear from you.  It’s about time our state got down to business. 　
