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December 4, 2008

To:

Joint Select Committee on Job Creation and Economic Growth

From:

Cathy Shull, Executive Director

Thank you for the opportunity to present the view from Northeastern Colorado on this critical issue as we look at the future of the State of Colorado.   

First, for those of you who might not be familiar with Progressive 15, here is a little background on our group.   Representing a diverse membership from 15 counties in the Northeast part of the state, we are dedicated to advocating for policies and legislation that will enhance the economic viability of our region. Our diversity in membership from agriculture to government, to education to private business to health care to non profits and associations along with individual members gives us an extensive perspective on our region.
In order to provide you with the most current information, I sent out a request for input on Wednesday and received responses from all areas of our region.   It was apparent, early on that while our region may range from metro to rural to frontier communities – we did have some common threads in our approach to the needs in job creation and economic growth.  
Several mentioned that just looking at unemployment rates might not give a true picture of what is going on in the region.  In some counties we are holding our own or increasing only slightly.  What those numbers do not reflect is the increasing number of spouses within a household looking for part time work.  In the September 2008 Northeast Colorado Labor Force Study it indicated the number who travel out of a region to seek work increases in bad economic times.  Additionally, the distance expands that people are willing to go to seek employment.  
Secondly, in our region economic growth might look different than in other areas.   In the small frontier counties government, non profits, health care and recreation can often be the economic driver.

As you consider the options and/or ideas we are putting forth we hope these background facts will help in your understanding.

Gallagher – The big elephant in the room.   By business paying a disportionately higher property tax Colorado will always be perceived as non friendly to business.

Personal Property Tax – Colorado is only one of a few states that require business to pay personal property tax.
Enterprise Zones – 

Look at expanding Enterprise Zones to areas that are just outside the population numbers needed.   Strasburg has a business park of 52 acres that could conceivably create 1600-2000 jobs over the next five years.  Consider a pilot program with a sunset for areas such as this.   Large population but no economic growth.

Look at dropping the match dollars for smaller budget counties for a period of time.  This would allow counties to look at larger dollar projects that could quickly help their community.

Infrastructure Investment - Not only are we talking roads, but transmission lines for renewable energy.   We can support the development of all kinds of renewable energy, but if there is grid to connect too it is not building the economy for the long term.  Also we are talking water storage and finding the solution to keep agriculture strong and still meet the needs of urban area populations.  Finally, we are talking about rail and airport upgrades.
Rules and Regulations and Fees – We are asking that you be especially vigilant about establishing new regulations, rules and policies in the next year that will increase the cost of doing business.  In Washington County they invested in carnival rides and have been able to create jobs and economic development for the area through events.   The cost of carnival ride inspections has risen so dramatically that they are now considering selling the rides which will eliminate the associated jobs.   We are asking that you remember, as we stated above, that economic growth is more than just a new business.      The biggest job generator in Phillips County in the last year has been a new hospital and a new county events center.  Ideally, we feel that the removal of some regulations would be a big help, but realistically we can only ask that you not make anymore in 2009 and give business a breather.
Job Creation Programs – much has been done in this area to recognize the difference between Metro and Rural jobs and recently released incentives of 5 jobs for six months instead of 12 months in rural areas is a positive step.   However, waiting 6 to 12 months to receive the incentive takes the “help” out of the incentive for small business.   

Community Development Block Grants can be extremely helpful, but in smaller counties the paper work and “hoops” that are needed to apply, monitor and close out are generally outside their expertise or time.  We are also aware that many of the regulations with this program are Federal – we just ask that you be heedful that no extra burdens are created at a state level.

Training – Many rural people who have recently lost jobs are in need of skills upgrades to find another or better job.  Short term training funds are needed for those in transition.
OED – Make sure this agency is staffed adequately to help the economic development offices, county governments and private business throughout the State.   Currently one person covers all of Eastern Colorado from Wyoming to New Mexico and East of I-25.   In order to be even more beneficial the OED office needs to be out in the regions seeing and hearing first hand what is needed and making sure what is needed is available and accessible.   

As I close out my testimony, I would like to reiterate a few things:

1)    Economic development and job growth in our region has many looks.

2)   Expansion and streamlining of some current programs for a period of time could jump start the economic growth in the region.

3)  Do no harm in 2009 – business regulations, rules and fees should all be reviewed and evaluated for their impact before any changes are made or additional ones put in force.

4)  Put the current economic development staff out on the road and into the communities to help.  We don’t need new strategic planning, we need the boots on the ground help to get the t’s crossed and I’s dotted.

Finally, Progressive 15 would again like to thank you for the opportunity to testify before you and we stand ready to assist you as needed to ensure the economic growth and job creation are accomplished in the State of Colorado.
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