Legislative Republicans’ Safe Economic Restart Plan
More than 230,000 small businesses across Washington were shut down March 25 by order of the governor.
While the executive branch does not classify these employers as essential, Republican legislators recognize the
value of these businesses because of the families they support, communities they serve, and economic activity
they generate. We recognize how these employers have already suffered from being forcibly closed and how
offers of government assistance are no substitute for reopening.
Early action by state government has protected public health in the face of this pandemic. We believe the
executive branch and legislative branch also must take early action to minimize the economic damage associated
with the COVID-19 emergency while the public-health effort to defeat the virus continues. Families and
communities need our economy to recover as quickly as possible, as do the Washingtonians who benefit from
public services and programs made possible by the private sector.
We propose three sets of actions to enable the safe restart of Washington’s economy and promote its continued
recovery over the long term. The earliest of these would focus on sectors that can return to safe operations with
minimal risk to workers or customers, while giving hope to employers statewide that they will be able to follow
suit.
Republican legislators recommend these immediate actions:
•

Convene a Restart Task Force comprising legislative leaders, relevant executive-branch directors and
representatives of the business and organized-labor communities. This group will chart a course toward
allowing all Washington businesses to reopen, on a phased or limited basis as necessary, with COVID-19
protections for workers and customers in place.

•

Fully disclose the “metrics” that must be met before the business-closure order can be lifted or amended.
Knowing the standards will allow the people of Washington to act accordingly.

•

Deliver on the massive testing capabilities promised by state health officials ahead of the business-closure
order. Direct the appropriate state agencies to acquire antibody tests and work with employers to screen
workers. Workers found to have the antibodies resulting from the COVID-19 infection will be immediately
eligible for employment.

•

A moratorium on all state-agency rulemaking not related to the current crisis. Rules are important, but at a
time when many businesses are simply trying to survive, the making of new rules seems less than essential.
Relief from rulemaking goes hand-in-hand with relief from taxes.
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•

Interface with the governor’s Business Recovery Legislative Task Force and be prepared to support
recommendations that are achievable, measurable and complementary.

•

Exempt small businesses from paying sales and B&O taxes for one year.

•

Offer state-government assistance to the many small businesses in Washington that do not qualify for federal
emergency-assistance programs.

•

Allow operations to resume in economic sectors that fit one or more of these criteria: low-risk, personal
health, environmental protection, aid to elderly/physically challenged, alternate quarantine locations,
assisting businesses with tax-related requirements, or property protection.
- Examples are auto dealers, solo landscape services, car washes, remodeling companies/contractors,
residential construction, hairdressers/barbers, flower shops, RV parks, dentists, installers of
home/commercial security systems, and accountants/tax preparers

We recommend these actions be taken by the Legislature at its next opportunity:
•

Forgive first-quarter small-business B&O taxes for 2020 and allow deferral of remaining quarterly taxes to
the end of 2020. It makes more sense for state government to assist employers through this difficult time, so
they can return to becoming regular taxpayers, then to see employers fail and drop off the tax rolls
completely.

•

Forgive payments related to unemployment insurance, workers’ compensation and paid family leave for
April 2020 through the month that the business-closure order is lifted or amended, as appropriate.

We recommend these actions be taken within 6-12 months of the lifting of the business-closure
order:
•

Increase the small-business tax credit to exempt businesses with annual gross receipts of an amount to be
determined.

•

Business-tax reporting and payment deferral for B&O, sales, and use tax.
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•

A year-long holiday from the state’s unemployment insurance social-cost tax, with the option for an
additional one-year reduction in the social-cost tax. Timing would depend on the condition of the state UI
trust account (which may shrink despite federal-funding backfill).

•

Sales-tax holiday(s) to help jump-start business activity statewide: These would be aligned with known
shopping promotions (e.g. back to school, Black Friday, Cyber Monday) and last for several days. Although
state tax collections would be reduced, B&O collections would likely increase.

•

Aid regarding workers’ compensation premiums: Extend L&I’s Employer Assistance Program for small
businesses for all of 2020. Direct L&I to determine whether it has reserve funds to forgive some premium
payments for small businesses with deferrals or payment plans per COVID-19.

•

Waive state minimum-wage increase for 2021: With the minimum wage being tied to CPI and speculation
that there may be a decrease in the CPI, hold any future inflationary adjustments to the state minimum wage
until the index exceeds the January 2020 level.
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