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BREAKING NEWS

Key Bills Could Reshape Footwear Biz

Industry players are watching Congress’ every move with the Affordable Footwear Act, China hill and economic stimulus on the docket.

By KRISTIELLIS

WASHINGTON — Amid volatile election-year
politics and an economic downturn, Congress
has reconvened with an agenda that has sig-
nificant relevance for the footwear industry.

Legislators are considering a number of
majorissues, fromaneconomic stimulus pack-
age to bills about China’s monetary and import
policies to consumer safety. For many shoe
execs, the top priority is the Affordable Foot-
wear Act of 2007, a hill that would eliminate
some $798 million in duties on low-priced
footwear and children’s shoes.

But the industry will have to play both of-
fense and defense this year.

At the same time footwear lobbyists proac-
tively press lawmakers to consider and ap-
prove the duty-elimination bill, they will have
to be on guard against congressional consid-
eration of a bill imposing punitive tariffs on
Chinese imports if the country does not raise
the value of its currency.

In addition, the Senate will likely consider
product safety legislation aimed at crack-
ing down on tainted imported products, and
footwear companies could face some adjust-
ments in their supply chains to meet stricter
regulations.

Lawmakers’ return to Capitol Hill this month
after a lengthy recess marks the second year
of Democratic control of Congress and a water-
shed in light of the highly unpredictable White
House races for Democrats and Republicans.

The precarious state of the economy, driven
by a severe housing slump, the subprime
mortgage crisis and high energy prices, will
largely shape the Democrats’ agenda in the
first quarter. House leaders reached a deal
with the White House last Thursday on an eco-
nomic stimulus package they hope will inject
fresh cash into the hands of consumers and
help revive the faltering economy.

At a press conference Thursday on Capitol
Hill, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D., Calif.),
Minority Leader John Boehner (R., Ohio) and
Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson Jr. unveiled
the compromise package, which includes ap-
proximately $100 billion for tax rebates and
$50 billion for business tax cuts.

The tax rebates would go to 117 million fami-
lies, with most tax filers receiving refunds of
$600 for individuals and $1,200 for families.

From left: A quitol Hill staffer, Peter Mangione of FDRA, Kevin Burke of AAFA, Rep. Joe
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Crowley (D., N.Y.) and Rep. Kevin Brady (R., Tex.) introducing the Affordable Footwear Act.

The package also includes a Democratic-
backed refund of $300 per individual and
$600 per family for 35 million working families
who make at least $3,000 a year, but do not
pay taxes.

The House and Senate will both have to pass
stimulus legislation and reconcile any differ-
ences between the two bills before the Presi-
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dent can sign and enact the plan.

Footwear retailers and brands are eager to
see a stimulus package pass to help boost
sales, which were “pretty tough in the last
quarter of 2007” said Peter Mangione,
president of the Footwear Distributors and
Retailers of America.

Nate Herman, director of international trade
for the American Apparel and Footwear Asso-
ciation, said, “We are watching the economic

stimulus package develop and hopefully it
will generate footwear sales. If the economic
stimulus package is like similar packages in
the past — a straight rebate of $300 in every-
body’s pocket — there is a good chance that
$300 will be spent on shoes.”

The big legislative push by industry lobbyists
will be the Affordable Footwear Act of 2007.

The bill, which currently has 73 cosponsors
in the House — split evenly between Repub-
licans and Democrats — and five sponsors
in the Senate, would eliminate roughly 43
percent of the $1.8 billion in annual duties col-
lected by the U.S. government, with a focus on
lower-priced footwear and children’s shoes.

Footwear execs argue that the duties are
essentially a regressive tax hurting low- to
middle-income families.

Payless ShoeSource, Stride Rite, Wal-Mart,
Nike, Wolverine World Wide, JCPenney, Sears
Holding, Target, Brown Shoe and Columbia
Sportswear are among the dozens of compa-
nies pushing for the elimination of the import
duties. However, the bill still has a long way to
go through the legislative process.

Herman of the AAFA said the coalition of
companies and trade associations is looking
at several legislative “vehicles” to attach their
bill to, believing it will not move as a stand-
alone bill. He said the group might try to lobby
lawmakers to incorporate their bill into the
economic stimulus package being crafted or a
trade bill Congress is likely to move this year,

which could renew expiring trade benefits
for four Andean countries.

“There are a lot of opportunities right now,”
said Herman. “Our goal is to [build] as much
support as possible and show [congressio-
nal leaders] that if they want to get some-
thing done on trade in a bipartisan manner,
this is the vehicle.”

On the China front, the footwear indus-
try is cautiously watching how Congress
moves forward with punitive legislation
and product safety bills, which are on sep-
arate tracks.

“The hope is ... China would be on the top
of the trade agenda,” Rep. Sander Levin
(D., Mich.}, chairman of the House Ways
and Means subcommittee on trade, said
in an interview.

Democrats plan to introduce a comprehen-
sive China bill, Levin said. The legislation will
address issues such as currency under-
valuation and provide for trade remedies
that could potentially lead to higher duties
on imports. Levin said the bill will also seek
to strengthen U.S. Customs enforcement on
contaminated imports, addressing prod-
uct safety concerns as well as pirated and
counterfeit products.

“There will be a big push [for] legislation
that tries to address the China relationship,
so they are seen as being tough on China,”
said Stephen Lamar, EVP of the AAFA.

The industry is concerned that punitive
China legislation — if passed by Congress
and signed by the president, which would
be an uphill battle — would be inconsis-
tent with the rules of the World Trade Or-
ganization and prompt China to file a case
that could potentially lead to sanctions on
U.S. exports.

Footwear insiders are also cautiously
watching product safety legislation mov-
ing through Congress that would tighten
regulations on lead-based products,
stiffen penalties against companies and
broaden the age limit and products cov-
ered by new regulations.
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