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Evaluating 
the economy 
CPA society’s annual 
poll scrutinizes  the 
top issues affecting 
business
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Chris Lee (left), CEO of 
R.E. Lee Cos., inspects a 
Charlottesville construction 
project. The company 
has been grappling 
with insurance issues 
in an effort to provide 
coverage for all of its 120 
employees.
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A cautious outlook
Virginia CPAs remain wary of economic hurdles

by Veronica Garabelli 

W
hile business has not returned to its pre-
recession level, the construction company 
R.E. Lee Cos. in Charlottesville is grow-
ing, and Chris Lee, its CEO, is hiring. 
Revenue this year is up about 18 percent, 

and the total workforce has grown almost 30 per-
cent.

But growing even faster for the family-owned 
company is the cost of health care, which is expect-
ed to double next year.  “It’s going to go from less 
than $200,000 to $400,000 in real dollars,” says 
Lee. “They’re huge numbers.”

The situation, however, could have been worse. 
The company is paying the full premium on an ad-
ditional health plan offering fewer benefits and a 
higher deductible to ensure that all of its 120 em-
ployees sign up for coverage. Otherwise, the com-
pany might fall prey to new Affordable Health Care 
rules that, Lee says, would have made the monthly 
cost per employee 30 percent higher.

Despite its size, Lee’s company is no newcomer 
to employee health insurance. It has provided cov-
erage for years, paying about 75 percent of the pre-
mium. Providing health benefits “is a critical com-

ponent to attracting and retaining talent,” Lee says. 
Health-care costs continue to represent one of 

the biggest issues Virginia businesses are facing, ac-
cording to the 2016 Economic Expectations Sur-
vey conducted recently by the Virginia Society of 
Certified Public Accountants.

“The big thing is the rising cost of health insur-
ance,” says L. Michael Gracik Jr., CPA, managing 
partner at Keiter in Glen Allen. “It’s causing people 
to spend a lot of time looking at their health cover-
age, trying to make changes to it, which in mak-
ing changes to it, they are reducing or eliminating 
benefits.” 

The annual survey, in which more than 300 
Virginia CPAs participated, found that a majority 
of respondents are highly skeptical of the Afford-
able Care Act, including the expansion of Medicaid 
coverage. Nonetheless, they dismiss calls for repeal 
of the law, favoring reform instead.

Virginia CPAs also offered a cautious view on 
the future course of the economy and blamed par-
tisanship in Washington, D.C., and Richmond for 
the failure of federal and state governments to ad-
dress urgent issues. 
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A slow recovery
CPAs continue to be cautious in 

judging the nation’s recovery from the 
2007-09 Great Recession. While a major-
ity of respondents (53.4 percent) say the 
nation has reached a sustained economic 
recovery, the rest (46.6 percent) don’t 

think it has. 
“I think what this is confirming [is 

that] there’s still significant uncertainty 
among the population … about the health 
of the economy, and that uncertainty is 
because the economy didn’t bounce back 
like it has in other recoveries,” says Ste-

phen Fuller, senior advisor and director 
for special projects of George Mason Uni-
versity’s Center for Regional Analysis. “It’s 
been a very tepid recovery.” 

CPAs also were on the fence about 
their outlook for the national economy 
next year. About 30 percent were either 
somewhat pessimistic or somewhat opti-
mistic about the U.S. economy for next 
year. Only 7 percent had very pessimistic 
or very optimistic views about state of the 
economy. The rest of the respondents had 
a “balanced” view of the economy, ex-
pressing neither optimism nor pessimism.

 “This is a strong vote that they’re 
straddling the middle, ‘The economy is 
probably OK, but I’m looking over my 
shoulder,’” Fuller says. “That’s where the 
rest of the country is … It reflects a cau-
tious population.”  

That caution can be seen in recent 
national figures on consumer confidence. 
The Conference Board’s consumer con-
fidence index rose moderately in  Sep-
tember. Consumers’ expectations for the 
short-term outlook, however, remained 
relatively flat. “Thus, while consumers 
view current economic conditions more 
favorably, they do not foresee growth ac-
celerating in the months ahead,” Lynn 
Franco, director of economic indicators 
at The Conference Board, said in a state-
ment.

When asked about actions their com-
panies, industries or clients are taking in 
response to economic conditions, CPAs 
expect things to stay relatively unchanged 
— in areas ranging from capital spending 
to compensation and hiring. 

Nonetheless, the nation and state 
should see employment growth next year, 
says Chris Chmura, an economist who 
is CEO of Richmond-based Chmura 
Economics & Analytics. The Bureau of 
Labor Statistics’ Current Employment 
Statistics survey found that Virginia 
employment grew six-tenths of a per-
centage point in 2014 to 4.03 million 

jobs. That number is expected to rise 1.1 
percent by the end of this year to 4.08 
million jobs and rise 1.3 percent next year 
to 4.1 million jobs. 

Nationwide, employment grew 1.9 
percent last year to 140 million jobs.  That 
pace is expected to increase slightly to 2 
percent this year before falling back to 1.5 
percent in 2016.

“We expect employment growth will 

Q1 Do you believe the U.S. is in a 
sustained economic recovery?

“We expect 
employment 
growth will revert 
back to the historic 
trend after the 
faster growth rate 
in 2014-15,” says 
economist Chris 
Chmura.

Photo by Jay Paul

Source: 2016 Economic Expectations Survey,  
Virginia Society of Certified Public Accountants
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revert back to the historic trend after the 
faster growth rate in 2014-15,” Chmura 
says. “It will gradually revert to around 
a 1 percent range in a couple of years.”

Although CPAs aren’t overwhelm-
ingly optimistic about the U.S. econ-
omy, they appear more positive about 
the direction of Virginia’s economy next 
year. More than 45 percent of respon-
dents are “somewhat” or “very” optimis-
tic about the state economy; 32 percent 
hold a “balanced” view and 21.7 percent 
are “very” or “somewhat” pessimistic.  

A majority (64.6 percent) also rated 
the overall business climate in the com-
monwealth as “good.” Most also have 
“somewhat” or “very” optimistic out-
looks for their companies and industries 
in 2016 (58.4 percent and 47 percent, 
respectively). Most respondents (51.2 
percent) believe capital investments 
in the state will remain the same and 
almost 40 percent think they will in-
crease. Only 8.8 percent say capital in-
vestments in Virginia will decrease next 
year. 

The road ahead 
While the survey partly paints a 

positive picture of the commonwealth, 
it also shines a light on some of Virgin-
ia’s biggest problems. A sizeable number 
of the CPAs (almost 23 percent) say in-
frastructure is Virginia’s most pressing 
issue. A majority of Virginians prob-
ably associate the commonwealth’s in-
frastructure woes with the state of its 
roads. According to the American So-
ciety of Civil Engineers’ 2015 Report 
Card for Virginia’s Infrastructure, the 
state received a C- on its infrastructure. 
When looking at specific infrastructure 
issues, ASCE gave Virginia’s roads and 
wastewater facilities the poorest grades 
(D and D+, respectively).

For many Virginians, creating a bet-
ter transportation system is highly im-
portant. Northern Virginia is part of the 
Washington D.C., metro area, the most 
gridlock-plagued region in the nation, 
according to INRIX, a data technol-
ogy company, and Texas A&M’s 2015 
Urban Mobility Scorecard. Traffic con-
gestion caused an average of 82 hours 
of delay last year for Washington-area 
commuters. By comparison, the average 
delay for Hampton Roads commuters 
was 45 hours.

But infrastructure problems don’t al-
ways mean tough commutes. “In South-
west Virginia, we don’t have a lot of traf-
fic jams going on, especially in the more 
rural areas,” says Jennifer Duff, CPA, the 

chief financial officer at Management 
Stack in Salem. “But we have airport 
problems.  It’s very difficult to get in and 
out of Roanoke, and I know that that de-
ters businesses from going there.” 

Threats on the horizon 
Besides infrastructure, health-

care costs, government regulation, 
education and federal budget cuts 
also were among the top concerns 
revealed in the survey. Fuller, the 
GMU economist, is surprised 
that federal budget cuts weren’t 
the chief concern. “I would have 
thought that would have been the 
hot-button topic,” he says.  

The threat of a government 
shutdown and sequestration 

— automatic federal budget 
cuts — still looms. Earlier 
this year, Congress passed 
a temporary budget, 
which will fund the gov-
ernment until Dec. 11. 
At that time, Congress 
has to agree on a long-

term budget, which could 
include another round of 

sequestration. Congress must 
also raise the U.S. debt ceiling, 

the government’s borrowing lim-
it, by Nov. 5, or risk default. 

Chmura also is concerned 
about the impact federal budget 
cuts will have on Virginia since 

Q10 Outside of the 
current economic 

challenges, which issue, in 
your opinion, is the most 
pressing issue for Virginia?

Source: 2016 Economic Expectations Survey,  
Virginia Society of Certified Public Accountants
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the commonwealth receives more fed-
eral contract money than any other state. 
According to a recently released report 
prepared by Chmura Economics & Ana-
lytics, Virginia received $54.7 billion 
in defense spending in fiscal year 2014 
(that includes contracts and defense 
payrolls).  

Northern Virginia and Hamp         ton 
Roads are the areas of the common-
wealth that will likely be hit the hardest 
if another round of sequestration or a 
government shutdown occurs. Accord-
ing to Chmura’s report, Fairfax County 
received the most defense dollars in the 
nation in 2014 ($19.1 billion). Newport 
News, the home of Newport News Ship-
building, also was among the top 10 de-
fense spending locations, receiving $6.2 
billion. 

“Just the uncertainty itself has 

caused people not to ex-
pand, perhaps, as rapidly 
as they otherwise would. 
Not to hire as aggressively 
as they might. Not to take 
some of the risks that, in 
the past, weren’t consid-
ered as risky, but now they 

have to choose their steps much more 
carefully and moderate their risks because 
of that uncertainty that’s out there,” says 
Sean O’Connell, CPA, partner and tax 
service line leader for PBMares in Fairfax.

While CPAs have varying views on 
the top issues facing the state, they are 
certain about one thing: the negative ef-
fect of partisanship. Almost 80 percent 
said partisanship at the federal and state 
level is preventing government from ad-
dressing urgent needs that have an im-
pact on business. 

Critics say gerrymandering is con-
tributing to that partisanship. In Virgin-
ia, legislators redraw their district lines 
every 10 years, a practice that can allow 
them to pack their districts with voters 
from their own parties. Disputes about 
redistricting have prompted calls for the 
creation of an independent, bipartisan 
redistricting commission, which most 
CPAs (65.7 percent) support. A non-
profit organization, OneVirginia2021, 
has filed a lawsuit asking for Virginia’s 
legislative boundaries to be redrawn, say-
ing they are not compact and violate the 
constitution.    

An effort to redraw Virginia’s con-
gressional boundaries is underway. Fed-
eral courts have ruled that congressional 
maps, drawn in 2011, illegally crammed 
black voters into one district to dilute 
their influence in other districts. 

Health-care puzzle 
The need for bipartisanship is not 

the only issue on which many CPAs 
agree. Most also are on the same page 
in criticizing the Affordable Care Act. 
Two-thirds of CPAs (67.1 percent) say 
the ACA is hurting the U.S. economy, 
although most (54.8 percent) believe it 
should be reformed, not repealed.  That’s 
slightly higher than last year when 51.8 
percent said the ACA should be re-
formed. 

“I think most people 
understand and believe 
that the ACA is here with 
us to stay in some way, 
shape or form,” says Jimmy 
Haggard, CPA, partner at 
Dixon Hughes Goodman 
in Newport News. “Given 

that understanding, I think most people 
believe that it would be better to go 
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Q15 Do you support the expansion of the
Atlantic Coast Pipeline through Virginia?

YES:  71.9%NO:  28.1%

O’Connell

Haggard

Hampton Roads, home to Newport News 
Shipbuilding, is one of the areas of the 

commonwealth that will likely be hit the 
hardest by another round of sequestration. 

Source: 2016 Economic Expectations Survey,  Virginia Society of Certified Public Accountants
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through some modification rather than 
a repeal.”  

There is one part of the ACA, how-
ever, that most of the CPAs surveyed 
believe Virginia should avoid: the expan-
sion of Medicaid. The Republican-con-
trolled Virginia General Assembly has 
blocked expansion efforts by Democratic 
Gov. Terry McAuliffe.

Medicaid and Medicare reimburse-
ment shortfalls are among the issues 
hurting medical providers that need to 
be addressed by legislators, says Sean 
Connaughton, president and CEO of 
the Virginia Hospital & Healthcare As-
sociation, which represents the state’s 
major health-care systems and hospitals. 
According to the latest data from Vir-
ginia Health Information, 31 out of 88 
state hospitals had a negative operating 
margin in 2013. Forty-six percent of the 
commonwealth’s 37 rural hospitals oper-
ated in the red that year. 

“Our hope is that we have a much 
broader discussion about the financial 
challenges facing Virginia’s hospitals we 
see right now, that the current system 
can’t continue the way it is, where all the 
burdens are being put on the providers 

and yet we can’t get folks to really talk 
about these challenges in any sort of con-
crete way,” he says.  

Lee’s dilemma
David Barney, vice president at Scott 

Insurance in Lynchburg, says many mid-
size employers will face new challenges in 
2016 in complying with the ACA. Start-
ing next year, employers with 50 or more 
full-time-equivalent workers will have to 
offer health insurance that complies with 
ACA standards or pay a penalty. 

Also in 2016, the ACA’s “small group 
market,” which previously affected com-
panies with fewer employees, will expand 
to include plans covering up to 
100 workers. Critics say the switch 
could increase premiums 18 to 35 
percent while imposing additional 
restrictions on employers.    

The small-group market 
change created a dilemma for 
Lee, the owner of R.E. Lee Cos. 
He wants to avoid being lumped 
into that category. His company 
has 120 employees, but only 72 
enrolled in health insurance last 
year. That number might mean 
he would have to participate in 
the small-group market. To bypass 
that issue, Lee added a third, less 
extensive level of insurance cover-
age to the company’s existing two 
plans. The company is paying 100 
percent of the premium on the 
new plan to encourage all employ-
ees to sign up for health insurance.

The higher costs in the 
small-group market “would 
have reduced the number 
of employees that would use 
the company plan,” Lee says.  
Falling participation “would 
have increased premiums 
again next year, precipitat-
ing a negative spiral,” he 
adds.

Changes to the small-
group market may be on 
the way. President Barack 
Obama has signed the Pro-
tecting Affordable Coverage 
for Employers (PACE) Act, 
which lets states decide what 
size businesses are considered 
“small” for health-insurance pur-
poses. 

Lee would like for the small-group 
market to be eliminated, but he says the 
passage of the PACE Act is a step in the 
right direction. 

“With state control, hopefully, we 
can get some better decisions on our 
health programs,” he says. 

For now, it looks like Lee and many 
other employers will continue grappling 
with the ACA puzzle. 

“It’s been a mind-numbing few 
years, and I am pretty sure we’re not 
done with it yet — trying to figure out 
how we’re charged, why we pay as much 
as we do, and what can we do to manage 
these costs,” he says.     

Q18 What would 
you cite as the 

top financial problem 
experienced by Virginia 
businesses?
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 Health-care
costs
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Lending environment/ 
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Tax climate
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Q4 Is the 
Affordable Care 

Act helping or hurting 
the U.S. economy?

Source: 2016 Economic Expectations Survey,  
Virginia Society of Certified Public Accountants

Source: 2016 Economic Expectations Survey,  
Virginia Society of Certified Public Accountants
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Breaking down 
the numbers

CPAs offer their take 
on this year’s survey results 

Participants in a roundtable discussion about the CPA economic 
survey included, from left: Virginia Business staff members 

Robert Powell and Veronica Garabelli; Jennifer Duff; Michael 
Gracik; Jimmy Haggard and John Renner.
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In September, Virginia Business and 
the Virginia Society of Certified 
Public Accountants held a round-

table discussion at VSCPA’s Rich-
mond headquarters to flesh out the 
issues highlighted in the 2016 Eco-
nomic Expectations Survey. 

The CPA panelists were Jennifer 
Duff, CFO at Management Stack in 
Salem; L. Michael Gracik Jr., manag-
ing partner at Keiter in Glen Allen; 

Jimmy Haggard, partner at Dixon 
Hughes Goodman in Newport News; 
and John Renner, principal and own-
er at Renner & Co. CPA in Alexan-
dria. Below is an edited transcript of 
the conversation.

Virginia Business: In comparison to 
last year’s survey, only a few more CPAs 
this year say the economy has reached 
full recovery.  What gaps in the econo-
my are they are seeing?

Duff: I believe that employment growth 
is a major factor in the economy, in how 
people view it, and that’s an issue near and 
dear to my heart being from Southwest 
Virginia.  We’ve recently experienced nu-
merous job losses in the area from some of 
the bigger companies like Norfolk South-
ern.  Home Shopping Network has an-
nounced that they’re leaving the area, and 
Advance Auto Parts also [shifted some 
jobs to North Carolina], so it’s certainly 
an issue that we’ve seen in Southwest Vir-
ginia.  And while the employment growth 
numbers are trending positive across the 
state, it is regional because in Southwest 
Virginia … we have negative growth at 
the moment.  While across the state there 
are positive averages, they are trending 
much lower than the national average.  So 
this certainly is an issue that we need to 
address in Virginia in terms of job growth.  

VB:  Two-thirds of respondents are op-
posed to the expansion of Medicaid.  
The business community has been di-
vided on this issue.  Why do you think 
so many CPAs are opposed to the ex-
pansion?

Haggard: I think the primary draw-
back to the expansion … is the coverage 
of costs … I think the concern is initially, 
while there have been some promises at 
the federal level that those costs would be 
covered possibly the first couple of years, 
incrementally states are going to be re-
quired to pick up a larger percentage … 
and I think with states’ budgets being as 
constrained as they are now, it’s going to 
be very, very difficult for states to cover 
those costs …

The other side of that argument is 
“Who are those individuals that are typi-
cally covered by Medicaid?” It’s the elder-
ly.  It’s those with physical handicaps.  It’s 
children.  It’s lower income families. So, 
I think the concern is somewhat tied to 
the Affordable Care Act, that if you ex-
pand Medicaid now that the people are 
involved with the Affordable Care Act 
and have their own insurance policies, 
will they then transition to Medicaid? 

VB:  Infrastructure continues to be the 
most pressing issue for Virginia, accord-
ing to the survey.  What are the biggest 
challenges Virginia is facing in terms of 
infrastructure?Jennifer Duff

John Renner

Jimmy Haggard

L. Michael Gracik Jr.
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Duff: I think one thing we need to 
look at is multi-modal transportation.  
It’s certainly regional.  Definitely in the 
Northern Virginia areas and the east-
ern areas of the state, the percentages 
are much higher, people using modes of 
transportation other than just driving to 
work.  We need to continue to expand 
that throughout the state. I do know that 
there was a Virginia Road to the Future 
package that was passed [in 2013] that’s 
putting $3 billion back into the trans-
portation infrastructure, which should 
help the issue.  But that’s something that 

we certainly need to address to draw 
businesses to Virginia.

VB: The survey shows that the vast 
majority supported the expansion of 
the Atlantic Coast Pipeline through 
Virginia.  Do you agree with that posi-
tion? 

Gracik:  At the risk of disappointing 
some of my clients and friends who are 
dead set against it, I do agree with that 
position.  I think it’s good for the econ-
omy of the state. I think it helps ensure 

our  future supplies of clean energy for 
the state, which is important for eco-
nomic growth. 

VB:  According to the survey, a pro-
business climate and an educated 
workforce are the top two factors in 
retaining and attracting businesses to 
Virginia.  How is Virginia faring in 
those areas in your opinion?

Haggard:  I think we’re not where we 
need to be. I think we’re improving … 
The cost of workforce training and edu-
cation, for even those people that are 
going to four-year colleges, has gotten 
excessive. 

… We drill into all of our children, 
and I’m as guilty because I did the same 
thing, ... “You need to go to college.  
You need to get an education.” [But] 
those technical trades and certifications 
are so valuable to many of the indus-
tries that we’re trying to attract. We 
don’t have that workforce in place today 
to meet what we would hope our needs 
would be.  So it’s a continual process.  

VB:  Many respondents say they’re 
taking steps to improve their work/life 
balance in their firms.  What sort of 
programs are [you] installing in your 
firm?

Renner:  Well, we’ve been very, very 
proactive in this area.  I noticed in grow-
ing up in the profession there’s always 
been the glass ceiling there.  Firms were 
just discarding young women because 
they said, “Well, gee.  They’re going 
to get married and … raise a family.” I 
found that my better staff people while 
I was a manager at a firm were women. 
… So when I created my own firm, I 
created a flexible schedule for them … I 
think the profession is over 50 percent 
women now and … young fathers, the 
new fathers … want that flexibility, too.  
…  The family is a joint effort now, so 
we’ve been making the effort to make 
that happen from both [ends]. I think 
it’s been very successful and hopefully 
more people will do that.  

VB:  Access to credit continues to be 
a problem.  What challenges do busi-
nesses face when taking out a loan?
Duff: I think that the access to credit is 
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a result of coming out of the recession 
obviously.  Banks are more conservative, 
and other lending institutions are more 
conservative in terms of giving money to 
businesses.  One thing that I’ve person-
ally seen is tightening of ratios.  Debt 
service coverage ratios may be tighten-
ing in order to ensure that the banks are 
comfortable with it.  Another big shift 
that I’ve seen in terms of pro-forma 
statements, and it’s an interesting sort of 
Catch-22 ...  You need the capital in or-
der to get the results, but the bank wants 
the results before they give you the capi-
tal. That’s the difficulty that I’ve seen.

Gracik:  I think the Dodd-Frank [fi-
nancial reforms] legislation has had a 
big impact on the ability of small busi-
nesses to place debt with financial in-
stitutions.  We just bought the office 
building that we’re in, and getting that 
financed was a torturous process mainly 
due to the requirements placed on the 
lender by Dodd-Frank.  I thought we 
would never get the thing financed. Ul-
timately it happened, but it was a real 
pain.  That’s really stymying the lending 
environment. 

Haggard:  It’s the length of time, too, 
because if you try to go get a loan today, 
it will take you six months or more.  And 
the banks say, “I’ve got plenty of money.  
I want to lend you the money,” but they 
don’t.  They don’t think anybody has the 
cash flow to be able to do it.  The econo-
my is struggling, and small businesses are 
struggling, especially in our area.  And 
they really look at the cash flow.  Do you 
have the ability to pay it even though 
you’ve already got a loan with them, and 
you’re paying it back?  They don’t really 
pay much attention to that.  The regula-
tions are so tight that it’s almost impos-
sible to get a loan sometimes.

VB:  Virginia has been continuously 
dropping in CNBC’s Top States for 
Business since it ranked as the top 
state in 2011.  What in your opinion 
is the reason for this continued drop?

Gracik:  I think there are a number of 
factors.   I think it may have something 
to do with our tax rates, mainly more 
on the local tax side than the state in-
come tax side.   Our state tax rate is, in 
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    Special Report:  2016 Economic Expectations
my opinion, reasonable, but a lot of the 
local taxes — the BPOL [Business, Pro-
fessional, and Occupational License] tax 
and personal property taxes — can be a 
hindrance to attracting companies to our 
state for business.  I think our infrastruc-
ture issues that are part of the budgetary 
issues we had in the state government 
over the past few years are also weighing 
unfavorably on that ranking.

VB:  The survey shows that respondents 
feel that Virginia has an adequate tal-
ent supply to replenish its workforce.  

What are some of our strengths in this 
area and in what ways could we im-
prove our talent pipeline?

Renner:  Well, we really do need more 
talent in the state.  In Northern Virginia, 
the community college is really trying 
hard … 

In Northern Virginia, everybody’s 
fighting for CPAs.  I’m sure everybody 
else in the state is doing the same thing. 
… We don’t have enough accountants 
… to take care of my firm’s needs.  You 
know, with the millennials, they keep 
moving around.  They’ll move around 
every year or so it seems like.  … But it’s 
a workforce that we’ve got to do some-
thing with.  The millennials have got to 
settle down and take hold of what they’re 
doing.  

We need to really work with our 
community colleges for the people 
that aren’t going to go to a four-year 
college for a degree.  Maybe cut down 
the costs.  Right now, they’re trying to 
get college credits in high school.  And 
we’ve been successful in Prince William 
County and some in Fairfax County of 
getting some of those classes where they 
can get a jump on their college educa-
tion to cut down some of that costs so 
that can help out with our workforce in 
the pipeline.  

So I think we really need to work 
on our young people first.  Of course, 
we have a lot of immigrants, too, that 
also have got a lot of talent in Northern 
Virginia, and we’ve somehow got to get 
them into our workforce and train them 
in the skills and the culture of the Unit-
ed States. … There’re too many moving 
parts … but I don’t think we have as big 
a workforce as everybody thinks we do.

VB:  Most respondents rated Virginia’s 
business climate as good when com-
pared to other states.  What is Virginia 
doing well to attract and retain busi-
nesses and how could we improve our 
business climate?

Duff:  Virginia has a lot of initiatives go-
ing on in terms of business development.  
You can go to the Virginia.gov website.  
There’s a Virginia Performs.  There’s a 
scorecard that lists all these initiatives 
that are going on.  It was very impressive 
to look at, but there’re also many other 
things that Virginia can do in terms of 
community development.  Really, what 
we need to do is [look] at how do we 
balance pro-business regulation with the 
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tax climate.  These are all issues that all 
states face, but we also need to continue 
to promote our education in Virginia.  
And then overall, just improve the qual-
ity of life. … The common theme is to 
keep the people here, to keep talent in 
Virginia.

VB: An equal number of respondents 
in this survey said that they were either 
somewhat pessimistic or somewhat 
optimistic about the national econo-
my.  Why do you think opinion is so 
divided there?

Gracik: I think for a few reasons.  One, 
we have talked about the partisanship 
within the national government and how 
it always seems to be gridlocked there 
and the national government not work-
ing together to take a lot of steps that are 
needed to provide for stable economic 
growth.   

Also, the stock market is kind of a 
circus these days with wild wide swings 
up and down, and those things have an 
impact on how people view the economy.  

Additionally, we are part of a global 
economy … Whether you actually deal 
with global commerce or not, things that 
happen in Greece or what’s happening in 
China now … can have a negative im-
pact on how folks view the economy.

VB:  Survey respondents are in favor 
of reforming rather than repealing the 
ACA.  Is that a sign they expect the 
law to be permanent after recent court 
challenges?

Haggard:  If you have the answer to 
that question, we’d all be a lot better 
off … I think most people believe that 
it would be better to go through some 
modification rather than a repeal.  You 
know, it’s tough to argue against some 
of the premises that led to the creation 
of the ACA.  But again, there needs to 
be some modifications so that we know 
exactly what we’re doing.  We’re covering 
people that need to be covered, but we’re 
improving our overall health-care cover-
age, and we’re being able to monitor the 
costs, and so I think it’s an easier sell with 
the understanding that, “Yes, it’s here.” 
It’s not going to be abandoned, but to 
some extent it does need some modifica-
tion so that we can all live with it.   
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