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MANUFACTURING NEWS

BRIEFS
LABOR AND EMPLOYMENT
EEOC Proposes to Collect Pay Data 
from Employers

Proposed changes to the Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission’s EEO-1 report would have employers with at least 
100 employees submitting all employees’ W-2 earnings data and 
actual hours worked beginning with the 2017 EEO-1 reporting 
cycle.

The proposal requires employers to identify and report the 
number of employees who fall into each of 12 “pay bands” based 
on W-2 earnings within each of the 10 EEO-1 categories. For each 
employee, employers must identify the applicable EEO-1 category 
and pay band.

The EEOC states that the enforcement agencies will use the 
employer pay data to “assess complaints of discrimination, focus 
investigations, and identify employers with existing pay disparities 
that might warrant further investigation.” According to the 
EEOC, the agencies will develop software that allows investigators 
to conduct statistical analyses and compare particular employers’ 
pay disparities with aggregated “benchmark” data by industry and 
geography.

Paid Sick Leave Mandate for Federal Contractors
As directed by last year’s Executive Order, the Administration 

released a proposed rule for federal contractors and subcontractors 
requiring them to provide 7 days of paid sick leave annually, which 
can be used for personal illness as well as leave for family care. 
This new mandate will apply to those employees working “on” or 
“in connection with” any new contracts awarded by the federal 
government starting January 1, 2017. The Administration believes 
this proposal will afford over 800,000 workers paid leave that they 
currently do not receive.

ENERGY
Electricity and Natural 
Gas Prices Near Multi-Year 
Lows

Commercial and industrial electricity users 
had ample reason to cheer electricity and 
natural gas prices in 2015. Natural gas trended 
downward for most of the year, with prices in 
the day-ahead market at Henry Hub falling to 
$1.535/MM BTU just before Christmas—the 
lowest level in 17 years. Prices in the Northeast 
were even lower, plunging as low as 59¢ at 
Dominion South. 

The decline in electricity prices has been just 
as dramatic. Rock-bottom costs for natural 
gas, coupled with much lower than normal 
electricity demand due to ultra-warm weather 

(and continued growth in renewable energy), have driven down 
prices in every region, with several setting new record lows. While 
prices rebounded slightly during the last few days of 2015 and 
in early 2016, electricity 
futures in most regions 
remain near the lowest level 
of the decade, well below 
the peaks of the past two 
years.

Experts say that current 
rock-bottom prices may 
be laying the groundwork, 
however, for enhanced volatility and higher prices in years to 
come. It is possible that electricity and natural gas prices already 
have bottomed out—not just for 2016, but for the next several 
years. Even if prices dip slightly over the next few weeks, experts 
expect them to rise steadily later this year and potentially to 
continue rising in 2017 and 2018.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
Manufacturing Firms Plan Steady to 
Somewhat Lower Capital Spending 
in 2016

Supplementary questions in the February 2016 Empire State 
Manufacturing Survey and Business Leaders Survey focused on 
firms’ 2016 capital spending plans and comparisons with actual 
spending for 2015. Respondents were asked not only about overall 
investment but also about spending in a few broad categories 
of capital.  In the latest survey, the median projected level of 
capital spending for 2016 (not shown in the tables) among 
manufacturing firms was $287,500—down 4 percent from the 
actual level of $300,000 reported for 2015. 
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In a separate question, firms were asked about the extent to 
which various factors contributed to planned increases in capital 
spending. Among manufacturers, the biggest driver of increased 
investment was a need for labor-saving equipment, followed by 
long-term plans/investment schedules and favorable sales trends; 
among service sector respondents, the most widely mentioned 
driver of increased investment was long-term plans/investment 
schedules, followed by favorable sales trends. Despite the sharp 
drop in energy prices over the past year, a surprisingly large 
proportion of manufacturers still cited a need for energy-saving 
equipment as a factor driving capital spending.

Governor Cuomo Announces $1.5 billion Upstate 
Revitalization Initiative winners

Central New York, Finger Lakes and Southern Tier are the 
winners in the $1.5 billion Upstate Revitalization Initiative (URI) 
The URI is known to many in the business and economic develop 
community as the “Upstate Hunger Games.”

Seven upstate regions, including the Mid-Hudson, were 
competing for one of the three $500 million awards, which will 
be paid at $100 million per year for five years. The Governor also 
announced that the four Upstate regions not selected as “URI 
Best Plan Awardees” will receive an additional $50 million to fund 
priority projects and further implement the regions’ strategic plans 
for economic growth.

WORKFORCE AND EDUCATION
States Increasingly Aim To Cut 
Humanities Funding, Boost STEM

The New York Times (2/21) reports that some state government 
officials around the country, frustrated with rising student loan 
debt, tuition costs, and the lack of skilled workers, want to 
reward colleges that turn out majors in STEM fields — science, 
technology, engineering, and math — and reduce funding for 
humanities education. Proponents of such measures cite the 
lifetime earnings gap between humanities and STEM majors as 
the reason for enacting the policies. Opponents argue that success 
in the workplace requires soft skills gained through liberal-arts 
studies and that the government can’t and shouldn’t try to predict 
what jobs will be required in the future.

Obama Initiative 
Encourages Students To 
Visit Labs.

The AP reports that President 
Obama the week of February 29- 
March 4 — as part of his “effort to 
encourage young people, especially 
girls and minorities, to pursue 
careers” in STEM fields — “is 
launching a version of ‘take your 
child to work day’ that’s focused on 
America’s science laboratories.” 

During “National Week at the Labs,” over 50 national 
laboratories in 20 states are opening their doors to about 5,000 
students in elementary, middle, and high schools hoping to 
spark interest in science, technology, engineering, and math by 
introducing them to “scientists, engineers and lab employees.” 
The students “will participate in mentoring sessions, hands-on 

experiments and other activities,” the AP said.
"National Week at the Labs" coincides with February's end of 

Black History Month and the start of Women's History Month in 
March.

TAX AND FINANCE
Congress Makes Some Tax Extenders 
Permanent

The Protecting Americans from Tax Hikes Act of 2015 makes 
permanent important tax incentives that support both individuals 
and job creators. Among the provisions that would be made 
permanent are the  R&D Tax Credit which, for the first time, 
allows for eligible small businesses to claim the credit against the 
alternative minimum tax liability or against the employer’s payroll 
tax liability. The Section 179 provision permanently extends the 
small business expensing limitation and phase-out amounts in 
effect from 2010 to 2014; and sets a new threshold at $500,000 
and $2 million, respectively, from the current amounts of $25,000 
and $200,000, respectively.  

Also made permanent by the legislation are the tax breaks for 
mass transit and parking benefits, and the option to claim an 
itemized deduction for state and local general sales taxes in lieu of 
a deduction for state and local income taxes.

In addition, the legislation suspends the 2.3 percent excise tax 
on medical devices through 2017 and delays for two years the 
so-called "Cadillac tax" on high-priced health insurance plans that 
was supposed to begin in 2018.

ENVIRONMENT AND SAFETY
Manufacturers to Challenge EPA 
Ozone Regulation in Court

Saying “The EPA’s ozone regulation, which could be one of the 
most expensive in history, is unworkable and overly burdensome 
for manufacturers and America’s job creators. Manufacturers 
across the United States need regulations that provide balance 
and allow us to be globally competitive.”  NAM Senior Vice 
President and General Counsel Linda Kelly, announced the 

Manufacturers’ Center for Legal 
Action’s (MCLA) challenge to 
the Environmental Protection 
Agency’s (EPA) new ozone 
regulation.

The lawsuit further argues that 
our air quality is improving, and 
ozone levels are down more than 
30 percent since 1980.

Supreme Court Issues 
Order Staying EPA’s 

Clean Power Plan
In a 5-4 vote, the Supreme Court February 9th granted a stay 

request from 27 states as well as business groups and individual 
companies to block implementation of the Environmental 
Protection Agency’s Clean Power Plan while it’s being challenged 
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in lower courts. The Washington Post says that in granting the 
stay, the court didn’t address “the merits of the challenge” to the 
EPA’s effort to reduce carbon dioxide emissions from power plants, 
but the decision “indicates that the justices think the states have 
raised serious questions.” As a result of the stay, “questions about 
the legality of the program will remain after President Obama 
leaves office,” the Post says. 

According to the New York Times although the order “was not 

the last word on the case,” the high court’s “willingness to issue 
a stay while the case proceeds was an early hint that the program 
could face a skeptical reception from the justices,” who are likely 
to hear the case “after an appeals court considers an expedited 
challenge.”

TRADE
Senate Approves Trade Facilitation 
And Trade Enforcement Act

The New York Times (2/11) reports that “The Senate gave 
overwhelming final approval” to the Trade Facilitation and Trade 
Enforcement Act, the most comprehensive overhaul of customs 
law in decades, giving presidents new tools to combat unfair trade, 
yet falling short of bipartisan demands for penalties against other 
nations that manipulate their currencies. The measure, which 
passed by a 75-20 vote, defines a new process for the Customs and 
Border Protection service to act quickly against foreign businesses 
that evade anti-dumping laws and American duties on imports, 
or that traffic in counterfeit goods, in addition to addressing the 
forced or child labor loophole. The Times notes that the NAM 
and other business groups were among the strongest supporters 
of the legislation, with the NAM naming the legislation as a “key 
vote” heading into the elections cycle. 

The White House has said President Obama will sign the 
customs enforcement bill into law, with White House spokesman 
Josh Earnest saying the Administration was “pleased” the Senate 
passed a bill that “will provide additional tools to help crack down 
on unfair competition by trading partners and foreign companies 
that put our workers and businesses at a disadvantage.” 

Trans-Pacific Partnership Trade Deal Faces Tough 
Battle in Washington

Representatives of the United States and 11 other Pacific 
Rim nations on Thursday formally signed a sweeping free-trade 
agreement reached last fall, setting in motion what is expected to 
be a hard battle for approval in national legislatures, none more 
contentious than in the U.S.  It is looking increasingly unlikely 
that a congressional vote on the deal will take place by summer. 

Major presidential candidates continue to pan the accord and even 
leaders of the GOP, the party of free traders, have shown only 
lukewarm support for what Obama has made his top economic 
priority in the second term.

“I have some problems with the agreement,” Senate Majority 
Leader Mitch McConnell (R-Ky.) told reporters Tuesday, 
reiterating comments he has made since the text of the accord was 
released in November. “With both the Democratic candidates 
for president opposed to the deal and a number of presidential 
candidates in our party opposed to the deal, it is my advice that 
we not pursue that, certainly before the election.  

For his part House Speaker Paul Ryan, (R-Wisconsin), said 
Thursday that the landmark Trans-Pacific Partnership trade deal 
doesn't have enough votes to pass Congress right now. "I don't 
think the votes are there right now because of the concerns 
about what's in the TPP," Ryan told reporters at his weekly press 
conference. "The point is we shouldn't bring something up if 
we're not confident that we have the support there for it so I think 
the president and the administration has a lot more work to do to 
get support for this document because there are some legitimate 
concerns about it."


