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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.  JOTF recently released a report, Baltimore’s Choice: Workers and Jobs for a Thriving Economy, which examined the jobs, skills, and workers in the Baltimore region.  The report has several findings and recommendations to strengthen the economy in the Baltimore region.  The recommendation relevant to this issue is to increase access to the systems that support workers, including expanding access to unemployment insurance benefits.  

Unemployment insurance is an important protection for workers who have lost their jobs through no fault of their own.  The purpose of Unemployment Insurance (LE 8-102& 104) is: “ for the benefit of the individuals unemployed through no fault of their own” and for “Employment Stabilization.”  Although the law does not distinguish between part-time and full-time work in determining eligibility, the Department of Labor, Licensing and Regulation has interpreted the law as intending to deny UI benefits to someone who is not able, available and willing to work full-time.  While this policy may have made sense in a different economy, it does not make sense to day.  Denying persons who are seeking part-time work access to UI benefits is unfair and counterproductive to the purposes of the insurance program.

Part-time employment is a major component of today’s labor market.  Currently 12% of the labor market is engaged in part-time employment.  This reflects changes in the economy that has come to rely on part-time work in many types of businesses.  Many employers prefer to maintain workers in part-time status to save money on benefits and many workers choose to work part-time for family, health and other issues.  

Denying part-time workers access to UI benefits is unfair.  Money is paid into the Unemployment Insurance system on behalf of part-time workers; those same workers should be able to benefit from the system if they lose their job through no fault of their own.  Denying part-time workers UI benefits is unfair to both the employer, who believes his or her workers are protected from loss of a job by paying into the system, and unfair to workers, whose salaries are effectively decreased because of the cost of UI t the employer.   

The state of Maryland does have a policy of supporting part-time workers through the UI system in the Work Sharing program.  Businesses must apply for eligibility for their workers when the business is about to conduct a lay off.  Under the Work Sharing program businesses can reduce workers hours or workdays rather than lay offs some employees while others continue working full-time.  If approved by the Secretary of DLLR, employees whose workweek has been reduced are eligible for some UI benefits.  This program clearly demonstrates that the State is willing to acknowledge that in some cases payment of benefits to part-time workers is beneficial to the State’s best interest.

Part-time work helps protect family values.  Women and senior citizens make up a large portion of the part-time workforce.  When women (and sometimes men) have young children they often chose part-time work to be able to spend time with their children.  The Welfare to Work policies promote work first.  Since Welfare Reform recipients have been encouraged to seek work, any work, to remove them from the TANF roles.  The UI System should be able to serve these and other “at risk” workers to help them maintain an attachment to the labor force.  Efforts to retain welfare recipients and other “at risk” individuals in the workforce requires that UI policies be examined in light of serving “at risk” individuals who experience some break in employment to maintain their attachment to the labor force rather than revert to public assistance.

SB 251 addresses the unfairness of the current UI system, and provides important economic protections at a time of downturn in the economy.  We encourage support of SB 251.

