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Legislative
Agenda
The Regional Chamber of Northeast Indiana, October 2020
11 Counties – One Voice

PILLAR:

COMPETITIVE BUSINESS CLIMATE
Support tax environmental, employment, and economic development
policies that help our 11-county Northeast Indiana Region (NEIN) thrive in a
global economy

•

SUPPORT A COMPREHENSIVE ANALYSIS OF ALL RULES AND REGULATIONS THAT WERE
SUSPENDED OR IMPLEMENTED DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC EMERGENCY AS
NECESSARY TO ESTABLISH A COMPETITIVE BUSINESS CLIMATE

•

SHIELD EMPLOYERS WHO FOLLOW COVID-19 CDC/OSHA GUIDELINES FROM LITIGATION
RELATED TO THE COVID-19 VIRUS
Indiana continues to be faced with unprecedented conditions due to the COVID-19
pandemic. Employers deemed "essential" continued operations through the pandemic,
and as Indiana entered the phased reopening, employers recalled employees from layoffs
or shutdowns related to the COVID-19 Virus. Most employers will adhere to OSHA
regulations or CDC guidelines to keep employees as safe as possible.
They will do so as they are responsible business people who value the safety and health
of employees and community members alike. Accordingly, they will adhere to
regulations and guidelines established to prevent the spread of the viral infection. These
employers should be protected from Workman Compensation Claims and/or civil
prosecution of liability claims provided they adhere to and document their efforts to
adhere to steps taken to protect employees from possible infection by this Virus.
This liability protection should only be extended to those employers who follow
and adhere to the recommendations of the CDC and regulations published by
OSHA. This protection should not be extended to those employers who do not
follow protocols established by either OSHA or the CDC.

•

SUPPORT THE ADOPTION OF ADDITIONAL ECONOMIC INCENTIVES FOR
TRANSFORMATIONAL PROJECTS WITH REGIONAL SIGNIFICANCE

•

SOCIAL, RACIAL, ECONOMIC JUSTICE. SUPPORT POLICIES THAT ARE CONSISTENT
WITH THE CONSTITUTION OF THE UNITED STATES AND THE STATE OF INDIANA
THAT GUARANTEE EQUALITY OF OPPORTUNITY AND EQUITY FOR ALL CITIZENS
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PILLAR:

•

21ST CENTURY TALENT
Advance policies that improve education expand employer access to a
qualified workforce and promote lifelong learning

REDEFINE ENTERTAINMENT CENTERS UNDER IC 7.1-1-3-16.5 AS 600 SEATS FROM THE
CURRENT 800
Eagles Theater in Wabash, Indiana, was supported by a grant of Regional Cities funds
from the RDA to improve the quality of place in smaller cities and towns within the
Region. The goal is to make them more attractive as a place in which to live, even if they
choose to work in other communities within the Region. This will help these
communities and the Region as we strive to attract and retain people to help us achieve
the Regional goal to increase our population to one million people. The Stellar
Communities Designation with funds from the CDBG program has also been used or will
be used by communities within the Region to accomplish the same purpose. Eagles
Theater in Wabash and others within the Region received funds from similar sources and
leveraged them into significant private investment. Eagles Theater meets all the
requirements of the referenced section of the IC other than the number of seats
required for an Entertainment Center. The Theater is owned and operated and was
redeveloped by the Honeywell Foundation with millions of dollars of donations from
private sector businesses and individuals.
The project is intended to enhance the quality of life through Arts and Entertainment
and, it is located within the emerging Arts and Entertainment District of Wabash. It is
directly across the street from Charley Creek Inn and a very short distance from the
Honeywell Center and Ford Theater. Educational opportunities are offered to High
School Students from Wabash County and other schools within the Region. They offer
video, editing, audio, and recording educational opportunities, not unlike Sweetwater.
The Theater has a 3-way Liquor License and other smaller theaters within the Region
from which revenue is generated supporting theater operations and its not-for-profit
activities. Qualification as an Entertainment Center, as defined in IC 7.1-1-3-16.5,
exempts the theaters with 600 seats from requirements to construct walls around the
bar and preserves open lobby space. This change will accomplish exactly what we
assisted the Embassy Theater Accomplish when we supported the reduction to 800
seats.
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•

SUPPORT EFFORTS TO STREAMLINE RECIPROCITY REQUIREMENTS TO ATTRACT 21ST
CENTURY TALENT FROM OTHER STATES IN RELATED FIELDS
Last year we worked with the Legislature for the passage of House Bill 1008, which was
titled Occupational License Endorsement. It was intended to attract people with
occupational licenses in other states for certain regulated occupations. It proposed that
Indiana grant a license in the same field upon establishing residence in Indiana. Of
course, it was subject to various criteria but was intended, at least in part, to include
those licensed in Early Childhood Education.
The Bill was eventually engrossed in the House, but it failed to advance through the
Senate. This Bill, if passed, would expand the pool of qualified and licensed Early
Childhood Educators in Indiana.

•

SUPPORT DELIVERY OF TELEHEALTH AND TELEPHONIC SERVICES AND FEES FOR
DIAGNOSIS AND BASIC TREATMENT OF ALL HEALTH CARE SERVICES, INCLUDING
MENTAL HEALTH, SUBSTANCE ABUSE, EXPERT CONSULTATION, AND SPECIALTY CARE
When the Governor issued the COVID-19 Emergency Declaration and issued Shelter in
Place orders in March of 2020, many rapid changes were approved and implemented,
including authorization of Telehealth and Telephonic services. All barriers to such
treatment were removed or relaxed to enable treatment to continue while patients and
providers Sheltered in Place. Additionally, Medicaid, Medicaid Managed Care, Medicare,
and eventually, Commercial Insurance companies paid for these services at standard rates
that they paid for in-person delivery of the same services. They continued to pay Facility
Fees (which are basically an enhanced rate for Diagnostic and Treatment services) and
required that the providers be hospital-based healthcare organizations.

•

SUPPORT FUNDING FOR THE EXPANSION OF EARLY CHILDHOOD CARE AND EDUCATION
National Site Selectors are advising that one of the emerging criteria for employers
seeking locations in which to expand or locate operations is Early Childhood Care and
Education. Employers recognize that states and communities providing high-quality
Early Childhood Care and Education are communities that have larger skilled workforces
and higher educational attainment. Quality Early Childhood Care and Education enable
parents to continue careers uninterrupted due to the availability of quality care for their
children. States and communities that provide for this quality of Early Childhood Care
and Education are recognized as communities that value education and attract
employees with higher skill levels from other parts of the country.
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•

SUPPORT POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION BY RETAINING SCHOLARSHIP GRANT
FUNDING FOR STUDENT USE BY TWO-YEAR AND FOUR-YEAR PUBLIC, PRIVATE, AND
PROPRIETARY INSTITUTIONS FOR ACADEMIC STUDIES AT CURRENT LEVELS
In 2018 the State budget included $384,494,482 in grants and scholarships for a total of
72,164 students and a mean award of $5,328. These funds are distributed to 4 year
public schools ($251,793,528 to 42,871 students, a mean award of $5,873), 2-year public
($29,656,090 to 13,662 students, a mean award of $2,171), Private ($99,869,798 to
15,345 students, a mean award of $6,508) and Proprietary $3,154,392 to 1,126 students,
a mean award of $2,801). The O'Bannon funds have been largely used to support
academic institutions and are considered vital to the 45% of students who are the first
generation to attend post-secondary education and the 78% who are Pell Grant eligible.
We believe that funding for student education in all post-secondary educational
institutions, 2-year, 4-year, academic, or vocational, is critical to our young people and to
Indiana employers. We do not believe that funding cuts for scholarships, student
assistance, or grants in aid are beneficial to the long-term economic interests of
students, families, employers, communities, or post-secondary institutions.
Some curtailment of capital budgets of post-secondary institutions may be necessary
under the current economic conditions. Many of the institutions within Northeast
Indiana have advised that they are prepared to accept a temporary cut to their capital
budgets. However, none are prepared to accept operational cuts or any cut that will
impact students' ability to pay the costs of post-secondary education.
We support stability for the operating budgets of our post-secondary institutions.
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•

CREATE HERITAGE COMMERCE DISTRICTS IN CITIES AND TOWNS WITH POPULATIONS
UNDER 25,000
Studies have established that fifty-four Indiana counties have incurred actual population
decline, and another 24 are experiencing a relative decline. This began in the 1970s and
was an identifiable trend with the census of 1980. Mayors and school superintendents
from rural and mixed urban-rural communities report that the declining population is
reflected by the declining enrollment of public schools and an increasing median age.
Wabash County is the first county in the state to have 20% of its population over age 65,
and reports indicate that by 2040 up to 54 counties will follow this trend, and by 2050 a
total of 78 counties will have aged in a similar fashion.
Larger communities have more access to economic development tools such as Certified
Technology Parks, CDBG Entitlement funds, and larger local tax bases upon which to fund
certain activities. Often they are just more attractive to private sector investors due to
the size of the market available to them. Funding to renovate traditional downtown
business districts is less available for rural or mixed rural-urban communities. Often,
these funds are only available from federal sources that require prevailing wages to be
paid, which often limits rural communities to access these funds. The same funds
typically require a level of stress, such as 51% or more of local household incomes, to be
less than 80% of the Area Median Income for a community to qualify to access these
funds.
The Regional Chamber proposes that the state create a Heritage Commerce District
(HCD) program, to be administered by the Indiana Office of Community and Rural Affairs.
The program will provide grants of up to $500,000 per community for Capital
Improvement Projects to improve the Design, Safety, Appearance, or Aesthetics in the
HCD rehabilitate properties within the Heritage Commerce Districts within approved
Indiana Main Street Communities with populations less than 25,000 people. State funds
must be matched on a dollar for dollar basis by private or public funds. The HCD may
include all or part of the Main Street Plan approved by the community. Capital
Investments and Programs Expenditures for Co-Working Spaces, Business Incubators,
Accelerator Facilities, Conference, and Training Facilities may also be included.
The program should be made available to all cities and towns with populations of under
25,000 people with Main Street Programs certified by the Indiana Office of Community
and Rural Affairs.
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PILLAR:

WORLD-CLASS INFRASTRUCTURE
Encourage creatively financed, sustainable, future-ready infrastructure
connecting Northeast Indiana to the world

MAKE NORTHEAST INDIANA RDA A SUSTAINABLE REALITY
•

•

•

•
•
•

•

•

Northeast Indiana's Regional Development Authority (RDA) provides a mechanism to
pool debt- financing in support of large-scale economic development projects on a
multi-county level
Funds accumulated in a Northeast Indiana RDA can be utilized to promote
strategic sites, facilities, and infrastructure that benefits the entire Northeast
Indiana Region
The RDA provides a more robust mechanism to finance projects of regional importance,
including but not limited to capital improvements, certified sites, facilities, airport, rail,
and intermodal facilities, regional public transportation systems, regional trails, and
other infrastructure projects of regional economic development significance
Eleven counties are active members of the Northeast Indiana RDA, making it the
largest in the state
The RDA is governed by a five-member Board elected by the member counties
To maximize the potential of the Northeast Indiana RDA and leverage enough resources
to spur transformational regional economic development projects, sustained financial
investment from member counties is essential
Despite the Legislature expanding the use of local income taxes, nearly all local
budgets are under stress as they are limited by the constitutional caps on property
taxes
Creating a new revenue source that will be dedicated in part to funding the RDA will
allow for aggressive and transformational economic development projects and quality
of life projects to occur in Northeast Indiana

REGIONAL CHAMBER PROPOSAL
•

•
•
•

Permit any city or county that is part of a Regional Development Authority to adopt a
food and beverage tax and require that a portion of the revenue generated is
committed to funding the RDA
Generally, food and beverage tax rates in counties that adopt them are 1% of gross
taxable food and beverage sales
Counties belonging to an RDA should have the ability to adopt a food and beverage tax
of up to 2%
If a county that is part of an RDA has already adopted a food and beverage tax of 1%, it
should be permitted to increase the tax to 2%, with a portion of the increase used to
provide funding for the RDA
6

•

SEEK STATE FUNDING TO SUPPORT NEIN REMC'S EFFORTS TO BRING 21ST CENTURY
COMMUNICATIONS INTO ALL AREAS OF THE REGION
The March 2020 shutdown and shelter in place ordered by the Governor in response to
the COVID-19 Virus and the resultant damage done to our economy provided ample
evidence to all about the risk to non-urban areas due to the absence of true high-speed
broadband. Throughout NE Indiana, our children could not participate in distance
learning unless "Hot Spots" were available to them. Our health care professionals were
unable to provide adequate telehealth services, and countless employers were unable to
have essential employees work from home as they lacked sufficient high-speed internet
capabilities.
Under the CARES Act, the U.S. Government provided the state of Indiana with well over
$2 billion for COVID related costs. Our RDA, the Regional Partnership, the Regional
Chamber, Northeast Indiana Works, the LEDO Council, the Chamber Coalition, the
Caucus, the Upper Wabash Valley Study Council, and our REMCs developed a plan
whereby the REMCs would be able to commit their balance sheets to install fiber to
accommodate legitimate high-speed broadband services.
A budget was proposed that would enable the REMCs to leverage a total of $135
million, or 25% of the total cost to install the infrastructure, into a total investment
exceeding $405 million. The total cost incurred from Federal CARES ACT funds would be
¼ the cost of taxpayer cost per location of NEXT LEVEL Rural Broadband installations
while serving five times the locations.
Our goal is to secure these funds via Governor Holcomb's executive action from CARES
Act funding or from the state budget.
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•

SECURE $20 MILLION FROM THE 2020-2024 STATE TRANSPORTATION IMPROVEMENT
PLAN (STTIP) FROM FUNDS ALLOCATED FOR ROAD CONSTRUCTION TO PAY THE COST OF
AN ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT STUDY (EIS) FROM THE OHIO STATE LINE WEST TO
VALPARAISO
Businesses from throughout the U.S. 30 corridor expressed the need to upgrade this
critical route from the Ohio State line west towards Chicago to provide improved
access. This access is needed to facilitate deliveries of materials from supply chains and
delivery of finished products to customers. It is also needed to improve the safety of
the public in all of Northeast, North-central, and Northwest Indiana.
•

•
•
•

Analysis of the corridor indicates that conversion of U.S. 30 from a Freeflowing highway to a Freeway will lead to 10,000 additional jobs and over
$900 million in Personal Income Growth
Drivers along the corridor will see a reduction of 18,382 hours of delay per day
With a freeway in place, there will be 323 fewer accidents and four fewer fatalities
per year
Improvements will provide more than $1.3 billion in travel time savings for
drivers, $565 million in vehicle operating costs, $715 million in accident cost
while reducing carbon emissions.

The Fort Wayne Transportation District, which includes all eleven counties of Northeast
Indiana, three additional entire counties, and parts of three other counties, is receiving
$29 million from the Road Construction portion of the STIP from the $ 4.122 billion
allocated statewide1. This is 0.7% of the total and is grossly inadequate for the
Transportation District with the third-highest population and the District with the most
significant industrial output. $20 million from the total $4.122 billion can be repurposed
to pay the cost of the Environmental Impact Study, which will increase our total to 1.59%
of the total allocation (still grossly inadequate) but will secure a place in the long term
plan of INDOT for this project.

1

Analysis of INDOT Districts and 2020-2024 STIP Road-Related Spending by Purdue University Fort
Wayne Community Research Institute Dec. 17, 2019
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Advocating for public policy that expands economic opportunity
Mission
The Regional Chamber of Northeast Indiana, Inc. advocates an environment in Northeast Indiana
in which individuals, businesses, and communities thrive in a global economy. We focus upon
supporting the Pillars of 21st Century Talent, World Class Infrastructure, and a Competitive
Business Climate.

21st Century Talent
Advance policies that
improve education,
expand employer
access to qualified
workforce, and
promote lifelong
learning

World-Class
Infrastructure

Competitive Business
Climate

Encourage creatively
financed, sustainable,
and future-ready
infrastructure
connecting Northeast
Indiana to the world

Support tax, environmental,
employment and economic
development policies that
help our 11-county NEI
region thrive in a global
economy

Our Values
Trust | Collaboration | Accountability

Eleven Counties – One Voice
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Andy Brooks, President of Brooks Construction Company, Inc.

21st Century Talent – Hallie Custer, Director of HR Operations, Parkview Health
World-Class Infrastructure – Michael Vanover, President & CEO, Clean Fuels National
Competitive Business Climate – Chris Graham, Senior VP, Steel Dynamics
Rural Agribusiness – Nate Perry, Managing Director Agricultural Studies, Huntington University

Chairman of the Board – Dent Johnson, Vice-President of Merchandising, Do It Best Corp.
President & CEO – Bill Konyha, President & CEO, The Regional Chamber of Northeast Indiana
Past Chairman of the Board – David Findlay, President & CEO Lake City Bank
Vice-Chairman of the Board – Terry Redmile, Plant Manager, BF Goodrich
Secretary – Jeff Harding, Haller & Colvin Attorneys at Law
Treasurer – Pat Sullivan, Executive VP, Hylant Group

The Chamber Coalition of

The LEDO Council of

The Mayors &

Northeast Indiana

Northeast Indiana

Commissioners Caucus
10

200 E. Main Street |Suite 910 | Fort Wayne, IN 46802
260.234.2288
260.234.2287
neinadvocates.com
linkedin.com/company/the-regional-chamber-of-northeast-indiana
twitter.com/NEINAdvocates

