
 

 

 
 

December 14, 2020 
 

Senator Eric Pratt, Chair 
Senate Jobs & Economic Growth Committee 
3219 Minnesota Senate Building 
Saint Paul, Minnesota 55155 
 

Representative Tim Mahoney, Chair 
House Jobs & Economic Development Committee 
365 Saint Paul, Minnesota 55155 
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd. 

 
     
Re:  State Emergency Economic Relief Plan 
  
Dear Senator Pratt and Representative Mahoney: 
 
We write in support of bipartisan legislation to provide $215 million in short-term emergency financial 
assistance to hospitality operators and other small businesses impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and 
Executive Order closures. 
 
While this legislation is not perfect, it strikes the important balance of providing swift direct aid from the 
Department of Revenue (“DOR”) to a large number of distressed hospitality businesses, followed by a 
county-administered program that has the flexibility to fill in certain gaps not met by the initial direct 
payments.  Given that the Department of Employment & Economic Development (“DEED”) has indicated 
that a similar allocation of specifically tailored grants may take 5-6 months to administer, the current 
approach appears far more reasonable.  Hospitality operators certainly cannot wait 5-6 months for relief as 
many are facing permanent closure today.   
 
While this legislation alone will not save any individual hospitality business from insolvency, the goal of 
this bill is that it will act as a bridge until much-needed federal assistance comes (hopefully within the next 
60 days).  Given the long road to recovery ahead for Minnesota’s hospitality industry, there will certainly 
need to be more action by the state in the coming year.   
 
Indeed, 2020 has been a devastating year for Minnesota’s hospitality operators and their employee teams.  
While in normal times this industry supports 1 in 10 jobs in Minnesota (300,000 jobs workers), and 
generates nearly 20% of the state’s sales tax, the economic conditions during the pandemic and two rounds 
of closures have taken their toll.  80,000 industry jobs in 2020 and another 70,000 are expected to be lost 
without significant financial assistance.  This cannot be allowed to happen. 
 
Hospitality operators have done everything that the state has asked of them to keep their fellow 
Minnesotans safe and help slow the transmission of COVID-19.  Through no fault of their own, they’ve been 
forced to endure two shutdowns.  The current executive order closing indoor restaurant dining and limiting 
travel, comes at the busiest time of year.  Some operators generate 40% of their annual revenues during the 
holiday season, which is a buoy against the lean months of January and February.  This year, their revenue 
has been brought to a trickle as bills pile up for rent, insurance, utilities, taxes and other financial 
obligations.  In an industry with razor thin margins (many restaurants operate on 2-5% margins, compared 
to the 10% for most small businesses), there are typically no reserves to fall back on.   
 



 

 

The economic picture is dire.  According to various survey data from the Minneapolis Federal Reserve Bank, 
Hospitality Minnesota, the National Restaurant Association, and the American Hotel and Lodging 
Association (“AHLA”): 
 

 52% of restaurants face permanent closure;  
 30% of hotels (and 33% of hospitality firms broadly) face permanent closure; 
 600 of Minnesota’s 1000 hotels will face foreclosure in the next 6 months; 
 85% of restaurants expect sales to decrease from current levels in the next 3 months; and 
 63% of restaurants expect their staffing levels to decline in the next 3 months. 

 

The case for financial assistance is clear for distressed restaurants, hotels, resorts, caterers and other 
hospitality operators.  The current legislation can help play a role in supporting hospitality businesses in 
the short-term until meaningful federal relief arrives. 
 
From our conversations with DEED, DOR, the bill authors, and others involved in the bill negotiations, we 
understand that there are several categories of hospitality operators who would receive no or 
disproportionately less substantial assistance via the initial DOR direct relief, but who are intended to 
receive assistance through the $100 million county-administered program.  Thus, counties should give 
heightened consideration to: 
 

 Distressed Lodging Properties.  AHLA indicates that 71% of lodging properties will fail in the 
next six months without financial assistance and Hospitality Minnesota’s survey data reflects that 
30% of hotels may be facing permanent closure as soon as January-February.  Although hotels are 
not specifically named in EO20-99, they are significantly impacted since the EO: 

o Limits travel in and to Minnesota; 
o Closes their events spaces (a significant revenue driver to many); 
o Cancels meetings, weddings, and other events; 
o Closes their workout spaces; 
o Closes their pools and spas; and 
o Closes their restaurants and bars. 

It is our understanding that is the intent of both the bill authors and the administration that hotels 
be given significant consideration for the county-administered aid program. 

 

 Restaurants Operators with Multiple Locations.  DEED and DOR indicate that some 
restaurant operators with multiple locations may receive disproportionately lower direct payments 
from DOR, due to the state’s inability to track employee headcount per location in all cases.  This 
means that an operator with 5 locations could in some cases receive $90,000 less in relief funding 
than if each of the 5 locations were separate business entities reporting employee headcounts 
separately.  Because the state agencies have indicated they cannot solve this problem swiftly, these 
businesses should receive heightened consideration from the counties, as well. 
 

 Restaurants that Do Not Meet the Q2/Q3 Comparative 30% Sales Reduction.  Given the 
diversity in restaurant models, and the reality many operate on very thin margins, some businesses 
may still be in jeopardy of closure at less than 30% sales reductions.  Further, given the seasonality 
of certain businesses, Q2/Q3 may not be the best measurement for all in terms of identifying their 
level of distress and need.  Finally, if DOR determines that businesses that opened after Q3 2019 
are not eligible for immediate DOR direct payment relief, these entities should also receive 
consideration from the counties. 

 

This bipartisan effort is a good step in the necessary work to save our Minnesota hospitality industry from 
collapse.  Further assistance will undoubtedly be needed in the coming months as we chart a long course to 
recovery.  As we have previously advocated, we urge the Legislature and Governor to consider additional 
means of relief to distressed hospitality businesses in the upcoming regular session including: 
 

 Forgiveness of outstanding emergency DEED loans; 
 Sales tax relief to assist in short-term cashflow; 
 Property tax relief to offset significant losses in revenue; 
 Regulatory fee relief/refunds (such as license and inspection payments); 
 Freezing commercial evictions on hospitality operators; 



 

 

 Expanding temporary alcohol to-go to allow cocktails and growlers of beer; 
 Temporarily capping third-party delivery fees at 15%; 
 Refunds and/or waivers for sales tax paid on restaurant equipment and/or PPE, plexiglass, 

barriers, air-quality improvements, cleaning materials, or other purchases due to COVID-19 
 
The overarching goal with each of these measures is to help operators retain cash and defer (or in limited 
cases waive) financial obligations in the short-term, so that their business is able to survive to a time when 
they are in a better position to pay. 
 
We again thank you for your leadership, as well the Governor, Commissioner Grove, Commissioner Doty, 
the counties, and all the other legislators and staff involved in the process of building and negotiating this 
bipartisan plan.  We look forward to working with you to make its administration as successful as possible. 
 
Sincerely,  

 
Liz Rammer 
President & CEO 
 
 
 
 
 
 
cc: Governor Tim Walz 
 Commissioner Steve Grove 
 Commissioner Robert Doty 
 Commissioner Jan Malcolm 
 The Minnesota Legislature 
 The Association of Minnesota Counties 
 U.S. Senator Amy Klobuchar 
 U.S. Senator Tina Smith 
 U.S. Congresswoman Betty McCollum 

U.S. Congressman Tom Emmer 
U.S. Congresswoman Angie Craig 
U.S. Congresswoman Ilhan Omar 
U.S. Congressman Pete Stauber 
U.S. Congressman Dean Phillips 
U.S. Congressman Jim Hagedorn 
U.S. Congresswoman Michelle Fischbach 


