Illinois Chamber President Doug Whitely unveiled the state Chamber’s Jobs Agenda at a gathering of about 150 chamber leaders from throughout the state recently in Springfield, saying a Jobs Agenda was critically important and a comprehensive initiative to address the state’s most pressing issues was needed.
“The themes and principals outlined in this document will shape the Chamber’s legislative agenda for 2011 and provide a guide to improve our state’s approach to economic policies and job growth for the next decade,” Whitely said. 

“The number one issue is getting the state leaders to clean up the fiscal mess and dismal economy. The Governor and Legislature’s decision to raise taxes has generated more bad publicity and elevated the discussion around the state’s relationship with business to the national scene,” Whitely said. “Illinois is suffering from a decade of neglect by elected officials who have been in denial about fiscal affairs and abdicated responsibility for the state’s economy. A new task is required.”

For the most part we liked what we heard, but the question really is, can they get it done? There have been very little if any efforts by the Illinois General Assembly in the last decade to promote business in Illinois (what ever happened to the Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity?) and quite honestly, we don’t look for much during this session.

With the clamor about the increase in corporate taxes driving businesses out, the question is, why weren't businesses knocking down the doors to get into Illinois before this tax jump? That answer is likely workers’ compensation laws which currently brand Illinois as one of the most expensive and worst systems in the nation.
In addition to the primary agenda item – the Illinois fiscal situation – the Chamber’s Jobs Agenda calls for action in the following areas:

The Cost of Doing Business, with the chief objective being the revamping of the Illinois workers’ compensation laws.

Economic development, including recommendations for substantially restructuring state agencies that have the greatest influence on economic development, emphasizing the role of the Governor as the economic development “ambassador” and recommending a Council of Economic Advisors.

Brownfield sites, which involves transforming tracts of blighted land in communities throughout the state into productive sites for new development.

Environmental regulation, with an eye toward speeding decision making, streamlining processes that hamper employers and simplifying permitting for small companies.

Workforce, emphasizing better education, training and retraining of workers, as well as development of job alignment with employer needs for new-industry jobs, such as biotech and renewable energy, and high-demand jobs, such as nursing.

Energy jobs, seizing on an industry in which Illinois already is a leader, by nurturing and encouraging growth of Illinois’ existing diverse mix of energy companies, research institutions and green architecture and construction. Incentives for energy development and energy efficiency construction, and educating future energy workers.

Taxes, with the focus on rolling back the ill-conceived corporate tax hike and aiming for an overall tax structure that nurtures existing business while staying competitive with other jurisdictions.

Transportation infrastructure, with emphasis on investments in long-term infrastructure planning and ensuring adequate funding for road, public transit and railroad improvements that are fundamental to growth of the future economy.

Agendas are most effective when they include relevant activities and people agree to follow them. The Illinois Chamber is asking for your input and reaction. The full report will be distributed to chamber members, government officials and opinion leaders in mid-February.
In the meantime, email me with your thoughts. I pledge they will be passed on to the state Chamber leaders.

Doug Wiersema is President/CEO of the Rock Falls Chamber of Commerce. You can email him at doug@rockfallschamber.com.

 
