TESTIMONY IN SUPPORT WITH AMENDMENT HB 652

TO:

Members of the Economic Matters Committee

FROM:
Deborah Povich, Executive Director

DATE:

March 6, 2003

The Job Opportunities Task Force (JOTF) is an independent, nonprofit organization that promotes better jobs, skills training, and wages for low-skill low-wage workers and job seekers.  Unemployment Insurance is particularly important to keep vulnerable populations tied to the workforce when they lose their jobs through no fault of their own.

The financing and benefits structure of the Unemployment Insurance system are outmoded, no longer serve the current workforce, and need revisiting.  The funding structure is counter-cyclical – increasing payments for employers when the economy is in a downturn and claims are high, and decreasing payments during good economic times when the trust fund could be built up.  The benefits system is designed to serve an outdated workforce, ignoring persons who seek part-time benefits, which now represents almost 12 percent of the workforce and not counting the most recent work quarter.  

JOTF supports revisiting both the financing and benefits system of the UI system through a task force made up of all interested parties.  For that reason we request amendments HB 652 that do three things:  

· expand the purpose of the task force to include an examination of benefits;

· expand the membership of the Task force to include representatives of the JOTF and the Maryland Budget and Tax Policy Institute; and 

· change the language to assure that the task force is a legislative unit and not subject to the jurisdiction of the Ethics Commission.

The proposed scope of the task force focuses solely on payment into the UI trust fund.  Eligibility and benefits of the UI system should be reexamined when the taxation system is studied.  

JOTF represents the interests of low-skill low-wage workers; no other party named in HB 652 represents the interests of this broad category of workers.  The Budget and Tax Policy Institute is an independent research institute with considerable expertise in tax and benefits policy.

Finally the parties interested in this issue may chose to have their registered lobbyist serve on the task force.  The ethics law prohibits lobbyists who have served on Executive Branch boards or commissions that are subject to the jurisdiction Ethics Commission (created by statute that have the force of law) to lobby for compensation on the issues of the board or commission for compensation after giving such service.  This is considered a conflict of interest.  This task force is intended to provide recommendations to the General Assembly and should be considered a legislative unit.  By making the task force a legislative unit, no such prohibitions apply.

