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UNNECESSARY MANDATES
Sponsors Ask for ARA Input on Catfish Labeling

Send Us Your Concerns

L ast week, Sen. Bobby Singleton, D-

Greensboro, carried over

SB 399  to give ARA a chance to

address concerns about the bill

before its consideration by the Senate

Agriculture, Conservation and Forestry

Committee. Wednesday,  your ARA lobbyists met w ith

Singleton, the sponsor of the House companion bill,

the Alabama Restaurant Association, Alabama Department

of Agriculture and Industries Commissioner Ron Sparks

and representatives of the Alabama Catfish Producers to

discuss this legislation.  

After meeting for more than a hour with no

issues resolved, Singleton, above, and

Rep. A.J. McCampbell, D-Linden, pictured

right, sponsor of HB 576, the House

companion, asked that all parties come

back with proposed changes to the

legislation by the week of March 24. "In good faith, we hope

you are ab le to work it out," Singleton told everyone at the

meeting.

If you own or operate a grocery, a restaurant, a cafeteria or

a deli, please read this legislation carefully and send ARA

an  e-mail  or a letter (P.O. Box 240669, Montgomery, AL 36124-

0669)  with your specific concerns. Specifically, what this

legislation could cost you in time and money; if you currently

sell Alabama catfish, imported catfish or a combination of

both; and if you realistically could comply with such

legislation at all or within the time period provided.

 

This legislation is an effort by Alabama catfish producers to

save their industry from competition from cheaper imports

and distinguish their product from imported goods that have

received adverse publicity for containing antibiotics and
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chemicals.  At ARA, our top concern is protecting the retail

industry, especially from burdensome and unworkable

mandates. Consequently, ARA has led the fight to keep

mandated country of origin labeling from being considered

for the past six years. As long as you tell us, we will

continue to resist efforts to legislate labeling of such

products as seafood, meat, fruits, vegetables and peanuts.

As reported in last week’s issue,  SB 221  by Sen. Jim

Preuitt, D-Talladega, seeks to require food service

establishments to tell customers where they get ALL of the

fish they serve. If labeling of catfish, or even all fish, is

required, ARA questions where w ill it end? What w ill keep

every agricultural product from seeking the same

requirements?

In their current state, these bills require all food service

establishments to inform consumers whether catfish is

"Farm-Raised Catfish;"

"River or Lake Catfish;" as w ell as tell customers

the state or country of origin.

For instance, the bill requires "Farm-Raised Catfish, A

Product of Alabama" to be placed on a placard, menu or

other written material available to the customer if that is the

type of catfish you serve to your customer. The bill also

requires the same identifying information for any

advertisements. The Alabama Catfish Producers offered to

provide the necessary signage under this bill, but the

legislation does not spell that out. The bill also requires all

distributors, processors or wholesalers of catfish products

to provide information on the origin of the catfish to each

person, firm or corporation to whom they distribute or sell

catfish products for resale. The bill gives you three months

after its passage to comply.

Federal law already requires the labeling of catfish and other

seafood in grocery stores and fish markets, although the

labels are different than those required under this proposed

law. This legislation adds restaurants to the labeling

requirement, but just for catfish. SB 399/HB 576 would make

Alabama the only state requiring catfish to be labeled that is

sent to restaurants. Mississippi’s House of Representatives

recently passed a similar bill, but it has not received final

approval.

Alabama restaurateurs are proud to do whatever they can on

a voluntary basis to promote Alabama or U.S. raised or

caught fish or shellfish in their establishments and regularly

do on their menus and specials. In the Wednesday meeting,

ARA again offered to help promote Alabama-produced

catfish to its members as it does now for Alabama Wild
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Shrimp.

Laws already exist to prevent retailers and others from

mislabeling merchandise. It is fraud to misrepresent any

item you sell as something it is not. The state penalties

specifically for mislabeling food, which would apply to this

legislation call for a civil penalty of $5,000.

>> Other News

CALL TO ACTION CONTINUES

The Heat is On;

Keep Calling Lawmakers to Protest Workers’ Comp Rewrite

Thank you for contacting your lawmakers about what is now

six job-killing proposals that would rewrite Alabama’s

Workers’ Compensation Act. The Legislature definitely has

felt the heat from ARA members as well as the 21 other

business groups united to stop this egregious legislation.

Some of the individual sponsors have told various groups that

have met with them that they won’t bring their particular bills

up during this session. But  we need to make the message

clear: We won’t stand for ANY of this legislation, ANYTIME.

If you have not already done so, call your senator and call

your representative senator and tell them you will never

agree to

SB 139 , SB 389 , SB 403 , SB 405 or HB 502 and HB 578  .

HB 578 by Rep. Joseph Mitchell, D-Mobile, which was just

introduced last week and was not part of the original package,

removes the $220 weekly cap for partial disabilities and

expands recovery beyond the schedule for partial disability if

the effect of an injury to a single body part extends to other

parts of the body.

To assist in your conservation with lawmakers, read a

synopsis of the other bills at the link below.

>> Read a synopsis of just how  dangerous these bills are! 

ARA LEGISLATIVE AGENDA

Education Appropriations Carries Over Tax-Free Rebates

Wednesday, the House Education Appropriations Committee

carried over  ARA-supported HB 455 by Rep. Terry Spicer, D-

Elba, which waives state income taxes on the federal tax

rebates Alabamians will receive beginning in May. Spicer who

To contact members
of the Alabama Legislature:

WRITE:

Alabama State House
11 South Union Street
Montgomery , AL 36130

CALL:

HOUSE: (334) 242-7600
SENATE: (334) 242-7800

E-MAIL:

Most representatives can be
reached through the House
e-mail system by using the
following format: 
firstname.lastname@
alhouse.org.

Those without e-mail
addresses can be reached
through the general e-mail
address:
house3@alhouse.org
There is no general e-mail
address for senators. Click
here for a roster of the state
senators with their
complete contact
information.

LINKS GO TO CONTACT INFO:

The link to each lawmaker
mentioned in this
publication goes to their
individual websites, which
have contact information.
You can also find out whose
legislative district you live or
work in under Find Your
Lawmaker in the Political
Affairs section of
alabamaretail.org.
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was not present at the committee meeting asked that the bill

be carried over.

The Senate companion, SB 284 , by Sen. Parker Griffith,

D-Huntsville, is ready for Senate consideration. The Senate

Finance and Taxation-Education Committee unanimously

approved it Feb. 20. Earlier, lawmakers had said they would

move the House version of the legislation first, because any

legislation dealing with revenue must originate in the House.

There are two other House bills that would accomplish the

same end – HB 430 by Rep. Greg Canfield,

R-Vestavia Hills; and HB 469 by Rep. John Knight, R-

Montgomery. However, House Speaker Seth Hammett, D-

Andalusia, has said Spicer’s bill will be the House vehicle

and neither of the other bills have come up for committee

consideration.

If you haven’t done so already, please contact your

representative or your senator to let them know that you too

want to see this legislation pass as soon as possible so your

customers can take full advantage of the benefits of the

federal tax rebate.

If this legislation passes, each Alabama couple receiving a

rebate of $1,200 w ill have an extra $60 to spend with Alabama

retailers.

Once they’ve filed their 2007 federal tax returns, most

taxpayers will receive a check of up to $600 for individuals and

$1,200 for couples from the Internal Revenue Service, with an

additional $300 per child. Those earning at least $3,000 and

those who owe little to no taxes would get $300 for singles

and $600 for couples. Those making more than $75,000 and

couples with income exceeding $150,000 are to get smaller

rebates – $50 less per $1,000 they make over those

thresholds.

Consumers plan to spend 40.6 percent of those tax rebate

checks when they are distributed, beginning May 1, according

to a National Retail Federation survey. That kind of spending

will provide an immediate $42.9 billion boost to the national

economy.

ARA supports any of these bills because they all accomplish

the goal of making the federal rebates tax free.

Adding Energy-Efficient Products to August Holiday

Committee Indefinitely Postpones Consideration

Wednesday, the Senate Energy and Natural Resources

indefinitely postponed SB 307 by Sen. Kim Benefield, D-

assignments and clerk
contacts for the Alabama
Legislature, see ARA’s
2011 Legislative Roster.

  

Now, Even More Benefits
from ARA

  

Your Business Can Save
Thousands

ARA constantly strives to
increase the Value its

members received from
membership.  Many

members have been using
our low-cost workers'

comp program for years,
but were asking for more. 
In January, we announced

more savings.  ARA
members now have

access to: 

Cost-Saving Credit Card
Processing: 

Through a partnership with
Huntsville-based
CHECKredi, ARA members

get rates normally
reserved for only the
largest stores.

Discounted Inbound and
Outbound Shipping:

Through our arrangement
with PartnerShip ARA

members can save up to
27% on FedEX services
and up to 70% on other
shipping needs.

Budget Friendly Email
Marketing:

Constant Contact brings

ARA members cutting
edge e-mail marketing
technology for as low as
$15 a month; members
save up to 25%
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Woodland, which seeks to include certain energy efficient

products in Alabama’s three-day sales tax holiday in August.

Any legislation that potentially takes revenue away from the

states’ Education Trust Fund is facing stiff opposition from the

teacher’s union in this legislative session due to tight budget

constraints. However, the committee chairman has agreed to

bring back up the bill for consideration if the two sides can

work out a compromise. In the first two years of Alabama’s

sales tax holiday, sales tax collections actually rose during the

month of August as consumers bought taxed goods as well

as the untaxed.

The bill adds ENERGY STAR® appliances and products

valued at $1,500 or less purchased for home or personal use

to the products exempted from sales and use tax during the

holiday during the first weekend of August. Sales and use

taxes are a major source of funding for the state’s education

budget.  ENERGY STAR® appliances are those that have

been designated by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency

and the U.S. Department of Energy as meeting or exceeding

each agency's energy-saving efficiency requirements.

The House companion to this legislation is HB 244 by Rep.

Greg Wren, R-Montgomery, which has yet to be considered by

the House Education Appropriations Committee.

ARA’s 2008 Legislative Agenda calls for a month-long Energy

Savings Month in October, but  ARA supports Benefield’s and

Wren’s efforts to add energy-efficient products to the

August sales tax holiday and was prepared to testify

Wednesday during a public hearing on Benefield’s bill.

However, the committee postponed the bill before the hearing

could take place.

>> Read ARA’s Issue Brief on this topic 

ALCOHOL

House OKs Higher Alcohol Content Imported and Gourmet
Beers

By a six-vote margin Tuesday, the Alabama House of

Representatives, approved HB 196 by Rep. Thomas Jackson,

D-Selma, which allows for the sale of imported and gourmet

beers with alcohol contents as high as 13.9 percent. The bill

now goes to the Senate Tourism and Marketing Committee

for consideration.

Jackson’s bill permits the sale of beer with more than double

the six percent alcohol content that state law now allows.

Under the bill, a "beer" can contain from one half of 1 percent

Find Out More Today 

 

IMPORTANT EVENT

THIS WEEK

WHAT: Birmingham
Business Leadership
Exchange 
WHEN: 6 p.m. Wednesday,

April 6 

WHERE: Regions Center
Upper Lobby Auditorium,
1900 5th Avenue North

Complimentary parking

available at Regions Center

deck via 19th St. North

The Speaker’s
Commission on Job
Creation is partnering with
the Birmingham Business
Alliance to invite business
owners of companies
across the industrial
spectrum to attend a
“Business Leadership
Exchange,” and share
their ideas about how to
improve the business
climate in the state.  If
you have any questions,
please contact the
office of House
Speaker Mike Hubbard
at 334-242-7668. If you
are unable to come to
the Birmingham exchange
but would like to submit
ideas and
recommendations, you
may email them to
Alabama Jobs Commission

 or join the conversation
on Facebook at

facebook.com/
speakersjobscommission
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or more of alcohol by volume to 13.9 percent by volume.

During committee consideration, a provision was deleted that

would have required retailers serving beverages with the

higher alcohol content to notify patrons. The legislation is

being pushed by a Birmingham area-based group called

"Free the Hops." Groups in Mississippi and West Virginia are

pushing for similar legislation in those states.

Last year, Jackson's bill won the "Shroud Award" for the

deadest bill of the legislative session.

LABOR

Bill: Reimburse Union for Cost of Representing Nonmembers

Rep. Rod Scott, D-Fairfield, this week introduced legislation

that essentially would repeal Alabama’s Right-to-Work Law.

HB 610 would require non-union employees to reimburse

unions for their representation in a grievance arbitration

process. Such representation is a responsibility labor unions

initially accept when organizing a workforce.

Under current law, an employee in a unionized shop can

choose not to join the union and therefore, not pay union

dues. Under this scenario, the employee is still entitled

(required) to use the grievance arbitration procedures

provided under the union contract; and the union is required to

pay the associated expenses. Under the proposed

legislation, the union could charge non-union employees for

expenses incurred during arbitration procedures.  The

resulting effect would be to force non-union employees to join

the union.

CHILD LABOR

Child Labor Law Changes Clear Senate Committee

Thursday, the Senate Commerce, Transportation and Utilities

Committee approved SB 463 , by Sen. Quinton Ross,

D-Montgomery, which would revise Alabama’s child labor

laws so they align more closely with federal regulations. It

now goes to the full Senate for consideration.

Under the Ross bill, businesses would no longer have to

apply for a work permit to hire teens. That system would be

replaced with a child labor certificate system. Rather than

seeking a work permit through the schools, a $15 Child Labor

Certificate good for two years would be purchased from the

Alabama Department of Labor for each location or entity

where those age 14 through age 17 work. A Child Labor
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Certificate will not be required for each minor but rather for the

age groups employed. One certificate will be required if 14-

and 15-year olds are employed and another certificate is

required if the teens employed are 16 and 17.

To be eligible to work, 14- and 15-year-olds would be required

to get an "Eligib ility to Work Form" from their school certifying

that they have satisfactory grades and attendance. The teens,

not the business, would be required to get this form. No form

would be necessary for teen-agers 16 and older.

Other significant proposed changes to the law include:

raising the child labor law poster requirement so that it

includes workplaces that employ 18-year-olds. The

current requirement is for workplaces with employees

younger than 18. The change needs to be made to

incorporate 18 year olds who are in school who are

restricted from working before 5 a.m. and after 10 p.m.

maintaining time records and a personnel file on

those younger than 19 for three years, which is the

federal regulation now;

verifying a working minor’s age using documents

recognized by the Federal Employees Identification

Laws. Those are the documents under federal law that

an employer may use to verify an employee’s age (i.e.-

documents listed on the I-9 form).

requiring a documented 30-minute break for 14- and

15-year-olds during a five-hour shift;

and prohibiting those under the age of 16 from selling

fireworks unless they are under the direct supervision

of an adult, 18 or older.

IMMIGRATION

No Vote on Wide-Reaching Immigration Bill

Not Enough Senators in Committee

The Senate Fiscal Responsibility and Accountability

Committee held a public hearing Wednesday on SB 426 , a

far-reaching immigration bill by Sen. Scott Beason, R-

Gardendale, which places major immigration enforcement

responsibilities on businesses. Even though, 25 senators

have signed on as co-sponsors, only five stayed for the

meeting, which left the committee with not enough senators to

vote.

Among its many provisions, the Alabama Taxpayer and

Citizen Protection Act of 2008 would:

Require anyone who lives out of state and commutes
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to a job in Alabama to obtain an "Alabama verified

employee identification card" that would be issued by

the Department of Public Safety;

Prohibit Alabama employers from hiring anyone who

doesn't produce one of three state-issued IDs,

including the Alabama verified employee identification

card, an Alabama driver's license or a non-driver

Alabama identification card;

Require employers to verify proof of legal status of all

employees;

Make it a discriminatory practice to fire a U.S. citizen

while retaining a known illegal immigrant;

Fine anyone with a false Alabama ID $5,000 for each

false ID and;

Deny bond for anyone whose immigration status

cannot be confirmed.

The legislation also carries some hefty fines for business. For

every employee lacking one of the forms of identification,

employers would be fined $500 on the first charge. On the

second offense, the fine jumps to $5,000. The third time, the

employer would have its business license revoked for one

year in addition to the $5,000 fine per employee .

Under the bill, contractors would have to provide proof to the

businesses they contract with that their employees are

authorized to work.

Beason's bill is modeled after the Oklahoma Taxpayer and

Citizen Protection Act of 2007 – a law that has been

challenged in court. Beason said his bill incorporates

recommendations made to the Joint Interim Patriotic

Immigration Commission by the state Health Department and

the Department of Public Safety.

Meanwhile, the Senate Judiciary Committee delayed action

Wednesday on SB 77 by Sen. Larry Means, D-Attalla, which

would do many of the same things as Beason’s bill, and the

House Democratic Caucus introduced its own package of

bills aimed at controlling illegal immigration. A summary of

the Democratic Caucus bills follow:

HB 664 by Rep. Randy Hinshaw, D-Meridianville,

would give the state the authority to revoke the

business license of a company that knowingly hires

illegal immigrants.

HB 665 by Rep. Locy Baker, D-Abbeville, would make it

a crime to transport illegal immigrants into the state. It

applies to people who transport illegal immigrants in

private vehicles. It does not apply to such public

transportation as commercial buses or airlines.

HB 666 by Rep. Lea Fite, D-Jacksonville, would
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prohibit municipalities from passing ordinances that

would set up their towns as a haven for illegal aliens.

HB 667 by Rep. James Fields, D-Cullman, would

allow police to detain individuals stopped for a traffic

violation who can't prove their legal status.

State Contract Immigration Legislation Passes House

Another immigration bill, HB 74 , by Rep. Ron Grantland, D-

Hartselle, passed the House 92-0 last week. This bill would

require any business or individual who contracts with the

state to pay a fine of three percent of the contract value if the

person or business is found to employ an illegal immigrant.

The bill does not place the burden of proving legal residential

status on the business owner and is in line with federal code.

It has been assigned to the Senate Industrial Development

and Recruitment Committee.

PHARMACY

Action on Bill to Allow Pharmacy Board to Level Civil
Penalties

Panels in Both Chambers Approve

Tuesday, the Senate Governmental Affairs Committee

approved

SB 411 , by Sen. Tom Butler, D-Madison, which allows the

Alabama State Board of Pharmacy to apply civil penalties for

non-disciplinary infractions. Wednesday, the House Health

Committee approved the House companion, HB 545 by Rep.

Ken Guin, D-Carbon Hill. The committee action this week

leaves both bills in line for consideration by their respective

chambers.

License holders sought this legislation so that they would not

have to have a hearing for every small infraction, including a

bounced check for a registration or license fee. This

legislation allows the board to level civil penalties for failure to

comply with any law or rule for which disciplinary action hasn’t

already been prescribed, which gives the board a quicker,

less expensive option to respond to infractions. Under these

bills, each registered pharmacist will be mailed a copy of

every rule and regulation adopted by the board at least 10

days before the effective date.

MEDICAID

http://www.alabamaretail.org/uploadedFiles/Capitol_Retail_Report/Articles/2008/HB667-int.pdf
http://www.alabamaretail.org/uploadedFiles/Capitol_Retail_Report/Articles/2008/HB74-eng.pdf
http://www.alabamaretail.org/uploadedFiles/Capitol_Retail_Report/Articles/2008/SB411-int.pdf
http://www.alabamaretail.org/uploadedFiles/Capitol_Retail_Report/Articles/2008/HB545-int.pdf


Tourism and Travel Approves Bingo-for-Medicaid Bill

Wednesday on a voice vote, the House Tourism and Travel

Committee approved HB 577 , a proposed constitutional

amendment by Rep. Marcel Black, D-Tuscumbia, which would

allow electronic bingo games at the dog tracks in Mobile

County and Birmingham as a way to help finance the state

Medicaid program. It now goes to the full House for

consideration.

Black's bill would tax the games at 20 percent of the gross

revenue after paying out winnings. Proponents estimate

Medicaid would receive about $55 million from the taxes on

the games and as much as $170 million if federal matching

funds are included. Because the tax revenue generated would

help balance the state’s operating budget, the legislation last

week gained the support of Sen. Roger Bedford, chairman of

the Senate Finance and Taxation-General Fund Committee,

and Rep. John Knight, chairman of the House Government

Appropriations Committee. Black's bill would not tax the

existing bingo games run by the dog tracks in Macon and

Greene counties or by the Creek Indians.

CAMPAIGN FINANCE

Legislation Limits Contributions to Judges

Wednesday, the House Constitution and Elections

Committee, approved HB 181 by Rep. Chris England,D-

Tuscaloosa. The bill limits campaign contributions to

candidates for the Alabama Supreme Court, Court of Civil

Appeals, Court of Criminal Appeals, circuit courts and district

courts to $500 per election, which for a primary, runoff and

general election would total $1,500. In even-numbered years

that limit would increase in $50 increments based on

increases in the consumer price index. The Senate

companion is SB 143 by Sen. Rodger Smitherman, D-

Birmingham. This bill is being pushed by Alabama Supreme

Court Chief Justice Sue Bell Cobb.

CONSTITUTIONAL REFORM

Constitutional Convention Passes House Committee

Wednesday, the House Constitution and Elections

Committee voted 9-4 to approve HB 308 by House Speaker

Pro Tem Demetrius Newton, D-Birmingham, which calls for a

referendum on whether to have a constitutional convention. A

bill almost identical to Newton's,  SB 243 , by Sen. Ted Little,

http://www.alabamaretail.org/uploadedFiles/Capitol_Retail_Report/Articles/2008/HB577-int.pdf
http://www.alabamaretail.org/uploadedFiles/Capitol_Retail_Report/Articles/2008/HB181sub.pdf
http://www.alabamaretail.org/uploadedFiles/Capitol_Retail_Report/Articles/2008/SB143-int.pdf
http://www.alabamaretail.org/uploadedFiles/Capitol_Retail_Report/Articles/2008/HB308-int.pdf
http://www.alabamaretail.org/uploadedFiles/Capitol_Retail_Report/Articles/2008/SB243-int.pdf


D-Auburn, cleared the Senate Judiciary Committee on Feb. 14

and awaits a vote by the full Senate.

Newton’s bill calls for Alabama voters to go to the polls in

June 2010 to decide if they want to call a statewide convention

of 210 delegates to rewrite Alabama's 1901 constitution. If

voters approve calling the convention, the bill calls for

delegates to be elected in November 2010. The delegates

would then meet in June 2011 at the former House chambers

of the Alabama Capitol to begin work on writing a new

constitution. During the 2012 General Election, voters would

decide whether or not to ratify the new constitution.

ARA favors amendment-by-amendment constitutional

reform, rather than the more politically charged

constitutional convention method of revision.

PRODUCT SAFETY

Gordon’s Bill Would Regulate Lead in Toys

This week, Rep. James Gordon, D-Mobile, introduced HB 620

, which prohibits the sale of lead-based products marketed for

use by a child 7-years-old or younger. The bill also requires

the State Health Officer to inspect children’s products

throughout the state and be sure they contain no more than

.06 percent lead by weight.

It would then be the duty of Alabama's Attorney General to

institute the three-tiered penalty of fines of $100 to $5,000 for

a first offense, $500 to $25,000 for a second offense, and

$1,000 to $50,000 for a third offense with those amounts

subject to tripling for knowingly violating the act.  Under this

bill, the Alabama Department of Public Health would provide

information on the dangers of lead, but is not required to

provide information on how to determine if products contain

lead; this would be left to retailers. HB 620 awaits action in the

House Commerce Committee. Federal legislation is pending,

which would address this same issue.  See Federal section

later in this report.  

NEXT LEGISLATIVE DAY

2009 Session Begins in February

Another Summer Special Session Possible

Lawmakers will return for the first legislative meeting day of

the 2009 regular session at noon Tuesday, Feb. 3, 2009 .

However, the governor could call lawmakers back for another
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special session later this summer.

FEDERAL

Consumer Product Safety Reform Act Heads to Conference

On a 79-13 vote Thursday, the U.S. Senate passed S 2663 ,

the Consumer Product Safety Reform Act, sponsored by U.S.

Sen. Mark Pryor, D-Ark. Provisions of the bill include stricter

tests for toys, greater public access to complaints about

products and an overhaul of the federal safety agency charged

with regulating most items in American homes.

The House companion bill HR 4040 passed in December, so

the two now are headed to a conference committee to iron out

differences.

The biggest change would occur if the Senate provision for a

public database of product safety complaints survives. The

House version called for simply studying whether to include

consumer complaints in such a database.

The bills also set strict limits for lead in children's products.

The Senate version bans all but trace amounts of lead in

products for children younger than 8. The House bill applies

to products for children up to age 12 but allows the CPSC to

exempt items in which the lead can't leach out when a child

uses a product.

Differing Versions of Mental Health Parity Legislation

House and Senate Now Start Talks to Reconcile

On a 268-148 roll call vote Wednesday, the U.S. House

approved

HR 1424 to require equal health insurance coverage for

mental and physical illnesses when policies cover both. The

"Paul Wellstone Mental Health and Addiction Equity Act of

2007" by Rep. Patrick Kennedy, D-R.I., was named for the late

Minnesota Democratic senator who championed the issue for

years and who was killed in a 2002 plane crash.

The House vote sets the stage for talks with the Senate, which

last September passed a narrower version of the bill, S 558

by Kennedy's father, Sen. Edward Kennedy D-Mass., the

Mental Health Parity Act of 2007. The Senate version has the

support of business and insurance groups. The White House

also favors the Senate bill because it addresses the need to

treat mental illnesses with the same urgency as physical

illnesses but wouldn't significantly raise health care costs.
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Earlier this week, the National Retail Federation urged the

House to adopt the Senate version. NRF opposes the House

bill because it would impose a broad benefit mandate by

requiring coverage of all illnesses listed in the American

Psychiatric Association's Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of

Mental Disorders. The bill also lacks adequate protection for

medical management of benefits, allows states to enact more

extensive laws including an alternative remedy structure, and

mandates out of network coverage if available for other

conditions.

Small Business Loan Center Stays Open Through Next Week

The U.S. Small Business Administration's Disaster Loan

Outreach Center in Prattville will remain open until Thursday,

March 13. The center will be open from 9 a.m. to 5:30 p.m.

Monday through Thursday . The SBA offers loans to

businesses of all sizes up to $1.5 million to repair damage to

real estate, machinery,equipment and inventory. Economic

Injury Disaster Loans also are available to small businesses

unable to pay bills or meet operating expenses. At least three

ARA member businesses were damaged in the Feb. 17

tornado, which struck Prattville’s main business district –

Sears on McQueen Smith Road along with Palm Beach Tan

and Wal-Mart in the Premiere Place shopping center.
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