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Good day Mr. Chairman, Senators, Ladies, and Gentlemen, 

 

My name is Scott Barber.  I am the President and General Manager of Universal Business 

Supplies, a local business that operates in the districts of  St. Thomas/St. John and St. 

Croix. Our company, Universal Business Supplies, provides office furniture, office 

supplies, technology products, promotional products, and logo apparel here in the Virgin 

Islands.  

 

My testimony today is in regards to the benefits that can derived by the government of 

the Virgin Islands and all associated semi autonomous agencies, when buying from local 

Virgin Islands businesses rather than stateside businesses.   

 

There are certain categories of products that the government buys locally, but 

unfortunately there are a large number of products that many government buyers have 

consistently purchased from off island, including technology products such as printers, 

servers, software licenses, promotional logo products, logo apparel, and many other 

categories of products.  

 

When a price quote is requested from on island businesses, and then compared with off 

island businesses, the bid is almost always awarded to off island businesses who are not 

subject to the taxation that local businesses are subjected to.  Obviously, this has put a 

very unfair burden on local Virgin Islands businesses who are the backbone of the Virgin 

Islands economy.   

 

As you are much aware, local businesses are the ones that create businesses in the VI,  

hire people in the VI, pay salaries to employees in the VI, supports the charities in the VI, 

the ones who re-circulate their money in the VI economy, and the ones who pay taxes in 

the VI, thus providing much needed funding to pay the salaries of police, firemen, 

teachers etc., as well as, pave roads and provides other valuable services in the Virgin 

Islands. Yes, as we know, many of these benefits are derived from tax dollars.  Local 

businesses, in essence, are the ones who will make or break the economy of the Virgin 

Islands.  Since it is a fact that local businesses are the backbone of the VI economy, it is 

unfortunate that, up to this point, there has been no action taken to level the playing field 

for local businesses in relation to stateside businesses.    

 

Bill No. 31-0088 specifically addresses the procurement of products by government 

buyers who often times think they are getting a better deal by purchasing with off island 

suppliers even though the full repercussions cause hardships for local businesses, and 

create tax shortfalls for the VI Government.  It's time to really analyze this and look at the 

results that this type of thinking has provided over the years.     



Local businesses have many expenses that they are strapped with that off island 

businesses are not hindered with, such as excise taxes, customs duties, customs brokers 

fees, delivery from the port to the end user, gross receipts, high Wapa bills, higher rents 

or mortgages than in the US, higher gas prices than US, and all of these things added up 

make it much more challenging for businesses to stay afloat when competing against US 

businesses who are not burdened with these high costs of doing business in the Virgin 

Islands.  After analyzing and evaluating the challenges that VI businesses are hindered 

with on a daily basis, it would definitely be advantageous for legislative action that will 

provide incentive for government procurement to be done with local businesses rather 

than off island businesses. 

 

Other jurisdictions throughout the United States, Canada, Australia, and many other 

locations have put laws in place that mandate the procurement of government supplies 

from local businesses first, as long as the local business is within a certain percentage 

range.   I have attached a few articles from internet publications showing this. 

 

Every time the government decides to purchase from off island businesses, please 

understand that the impact of that decision is far reaching, 

1. No excise tax is collected and deposited into the VI Treasury - 4% of suppliers invoice. 

2. No Customs duties is collected - 6% of suppliers invoice. 

3. No Gross Receipts tax is collected - 5% of vendors invoice. 

4. The money that is sent off island to pay for the merchandise is deposited into the 

accounts of the stateside businesses and then re-circulates into their economy.  Obviously 

since that money is re-circulating there, it is not re-circulating here.   

5. Businesses are hindered so they are not able to expand, and all too often, are forced out 

of business which means zero tax dollars into the VI Treasury. 

6. Employees are laid off and thus the money that the employees would have been paid, 

is not re-circulating back into our economy. 

 

So, as we can see, it really comes down to basic economics. Money has a cyclical effect 

and it benefits the economy where it is able to re-circulate.  When the Government of the 

VI makes direct purchases from stateside businesses instead of local Virgin Islands 

businesses, there is on tax benefit, no business benefit, and no jobs benefit for Virgin 

Islanders.   

 

I present to you a simple example.  Let's assume that the VI government and it's 

associated semi autonomous agencies, buy $10 million dollars of computer equipment, 

PCs, servers, switches, software licenses, UPS back ups, printers, multifunction 

equipment, etc., from off island vendors each year.  When the VI government buys these 

items from off island vendors, the off island vendors never pay any of the taxes 

associated with this $10 million dollars of expenditures since they have no obligation to 

do so.  They ship it to the VI Government and since it is in the name of the VI 

Government, no excise taxes, customs duties, or gross receipts taxes are paid into the VI 

Government Treasury since no local business is involved for IRB to tax.   

 



In addition to the fact that no taxes are paid into the Government Treasury, in most cases, 

when the products arrive, the VI government is expected to take on additional expenses 

by paying a broker to clear the merchandise in the government's name.  Even though no 

taxes will be charged at the port since the end user is the VI government, there is still a 

cost that must be paid.  First the customs broker who processes the entry paperwork must 

be paid for their services.  Then it is up to the end user to find a way to get the product 

from the port to their office.  This means that a truck, and 2 - 3 government delivery 

people must be involved to pick up the products and deliver it to the end user.  

Obviously, there is an undocumented cost that is paid by the government for them to get 

the products to their office. And none of this undocumented cost is taken into 

consideration when the government is comparing the bids that are submitted from local 

business versus bids that come in from stateside businesses. 

 

Using the example above of $10 million dollars in expenditures for computer equipment 

and related items, the government lost out on approximately 15 - 20% in taxes and duties 

somewhere between $1.5 million and $2 million dollars, and also incurred other 

undocumented expenses. Then consider the fact that since the products were provided by 

stateside businesses, local VI businesses were denied being able to compete due to the 

taxes that only local businesses are burdened with.  Since local businesses are strapped 

with the high tax burden that stateside businesses don't have, they could not expand, or 

hire additional staff, and eventually many local businesses are forced out of business so 

there is no longer any taxes being paid by those businesses into the VI Treasury.  That 

leaves a much higher financial burden on our economy and the VI Treasury, and 

unfortunately this has been overlooked for many years.   

 

Last but not least, when you deal with competent local businesses, there are very few 

things that a local business can not do, as good as, or better than stateside businesses.  

Local businesses provide local support and a local presence that is impossible for 

stateside businesses to provide.  So better overall service is just another benefit of doing 

business locally.   

 

Bill number 31-0088 provides a 30% allowance which levels the playing field by 

allowing local businesses to pay the local taxes and other business expenses, plus takes 

into consideration the high cost of doing business in the VI.  Let me emphasize the 30% 

allowance in no way suggests that the government will pay 30% more than state side 

prices, because the free market will still provide for local competition with each local 

bidder vying to win the bid by forcing each bidder to still present a bid as low as possible. 

The 30% allowance as stated in this bill is justified as a measure of the bill, but 

competition will still provide for the best prices to be submitted by the bidders 

 

After a thorough analysis of the actual cost difference when the government buys from 

stateside businesses, it becomes quite clear that the present structure is extremely unfair 

for local businesses, and at the same time, very harmful and detrimental to the tax base of 

the Virgin Islands Government. 

 



Even though I support Bill No. 31-0088, there are a few additions to this bill that I think 

would be advantageous.   

 

I would like to see the following 3 inclusions in the bill that has been submitted. 

 

1.  A stipulation that says that to be considered a local VI business for the purpose of this 

bill, the business must have a current VI Business License, and have an actual place of 

business in the VI with a street address, not just a PO box. This stipulation will keep 

businesses in the states and Puerto Rico from getting a VI license with a PO Box or 

factitious address, just for the purpose of claiming to be a local business. 

 

2. For all bids, the government should stipulate that any bid must include prices delivered 

to the designated end users office or warehouse after paying all shipping costs, taxes and 

associated fees.  At no time should any department or semi-autonomous agency of the VI 

Government assume the responsibility of having someone from the government be 

involved in clearing any merchandise, or be involved in picking up any merchandise from 

the port.  

 

3. There should also be a stipulation that any business that gets EDC tax benefits should 

have the same 30% upcharge applied to their business if they are joining the bidding 

process for any bids associated with the VI government, it's semiautonomous agencies, or 

organizations funded by the VI government Treasury.  For the purpose of this bill, 

businesses that are located in the VI but who receive EDC benefits, should be exempt 

from the 30% upcharge since they are already receiving a full tax ride which according to 

the EDA website includes: 

 100% exemption on excise taxes, gross receipt taxes, and business property taxes 

 90% exemption on corporate and personal taxes 

 Reduction of customs duties from 6% to 1%.  

 

As an example, a business who is receiving EDC benefits, already has a huge benefit 

over local businesses who are not receiving EDC benefits. The EDC benefits allow 

businesses such as this to obviously have a much lower expense base than other local 

businesses who do not get the EDC benefits.  So any business that receives EDC benefits, 

and places a bid for any government procurement, that business should not be treated as a 

local bidder since they are already receiving huge benefits through the EDC program. 

 

Bill No. 31-0088 acknowledges the fact that it is advantageous for government buyers to 

do everything within their power to buy from local businesses since this tax base from 

local businesses represents a substantial source of government revenue.  And given the 

fact that many jurisdictions have passed similar bills, it is prudent that this bill be passed. 

 

I support Bill No. 31-0088, and I encourage our representatives of the 31st Legislature to 

pass this much needed bill that will help to create a more level playing field for local 

businesses, and at the same time substantially increase the flow of taxes into the VI 

Treasury.     Thank you for the opportunity to share my testimony today. 

 


