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Introduction:

Today we’re going to talk about a potential strategy to help families spend time with their babies and bond with their babies. This is particularly important since there are many states that don’t even allow babies to be in child care before the age of 8 weeks. That’s a big issue in and of itself. Parents need even more time than that though to be with their infants.  

Under the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), approved in 1993 by Congress, working families have the right to job-protected leave. They can take up to 12 weeks for childbirth, adoption, own illness, family illness, etc. Unfortunately, that is unpaid leave.

Today we’re going to talk about PAID leave for parents.

The idea is to provide paid leave to parents for the opportunity to take time off from their jobs to provide care and bond with their young children. The law currently provides some workers the right to leave but does not provide the income to cover this cost. The majority of people who need but don’t take this leave say they can’t afford it.  While their jobs are protected, they can’t afford to take the time off without pay and their employers won’t pay them if they’re not there.  We want to make this “right” of family leave less symbolic and more of a reality for everyone.

Current Examples of Paid Parental Leave:

California has the most comprehensive law of all the states. It provides partial income replacement for up to 6 weeks/year for, among other things, bonding with a new baby.  As of July, families in California are able to get 55% of their income for 6 weeks to be able to take time off to be with a new baby. That covers over 13 million workers in California – about 10% of the private workforce in the US. No other state has something like this.

New York, Rhode Island, Hawaii and New Jersey have short-term disability insurance funds which they run. (Note: Employers  are also allowed to self-insure or buy insurance on the private market as long as it is as good as the state-run insurance fund.) Because pregnancy and childbirth is considered a disability, mothers who give birth can take a certain amount of time and have income replacement of usually 6-8 weeks.  Unfortunately though, fathers, adoptive parents or persons serving as foster care parents are left out of this system. They are not eligible to receive paid family leave under a short-term disability insurance plan.

Some private sector employers offer short-term disability insurance benefits as well – particularly larger, multi-state companies. Sometimes those benefits are only offered to higher-echelon employees though. 

What role can the federal government play?

As noted previously, the primary benefit that the federal government has played in this regard has been through the Family and Medical Leave Act.  Other legislation will soon be introduced though that could move this issue further along.

Future Legislative Options


· Congressman Pete Stark will introduce legislation to establish a national paid family and medical leave insurance program. It is modeled on California’s program.  

· Senator Ted Kennedy and Congresswoman Rosa DeLauro will also be introducing a bill in the near future that, while not directly about paid parental leave, will be just as important. The Kennedy/DeLauro bill will establish 7 days of paid sick leave for everyone in the country.  Under their proposed legislation, such leave would also encompass sick family members and will potentially be a huge help to parents whose children are in child care and get sick and have to stay at home. Current studies show that nearly 1 in 2 private sector workers don’t have paid sick leave as a benefit so this will be important to a broad range of people.  Among the half that do have paid sick leave, the large majority cannot use it for sick family members.  Note: It’s difficult to know how far this bill will go. While Senator Kennedy is a very effective legislator, the deadlock in Congress makes it difficult for anything to get passed that isn’t bipartisan. At the moment, it is unclear as to the level of bipartisan interest in the bill. More information will be forthcoming at a later date.

Other Potential Federal Government Options

· The Bush Administration should follow up with the experimentation that is occurring in some states related to the Family and Medical Leave Act. Such experiments are emphasizing strategies that assure equal access to family and medical leave benefits (rather than the situation in most states in which only those that can afford to take advantage of this benefit.) Federal regulations could potentially be changed based upon the lessons learned in these state efforts.

· Another option that could be considered at the federal level in this effort is an incentive plan that would encourage states to develop their own pilot programs related to paid parental leave. To that end, Senators Dodd and Daschle have introduced legislation to provide such an incentive to states and Congresswoman Lynn Woolsey is also about to introduce similar legislation in the House.

· The Bush Administration could also be more supportive of states in this experimentation process by making more flexible federal regulations. The Clinton Administration attempted this but the regulatory changes approved during that period have now been rescinded by the Bush Administration.

Is there a way to leverage Joe Leiberman’s paid leave proposal from the campaign? They’re waiting to see if he pursues this proposal in the Senate. It has been leveraged to some extent because all the candidates took positions on this issue. It was also a factor in the new legislation that is being introduced. (Note: To see a fact sheet on Senator Lieberman’s proposal, go to http://www.paidleave.org/docs/780_LiebermanPaidFMLRelease.pdf.

Do policies related to paid parental leave result in fewer dollars for early childhood programs?

Paid parental leave policies are somewhat controversial. Some people feel that such policies create a competition for funds for other early childhood programs. This really is not true. Most of the models around the country do not draw from state and federal funds for their funding. In California, they use new and expanded payroll taxes so there is zero draw down on the general fund. Other models are based on funding from tax credits, for example. The most dominant theme is to look at how to fund it through a combination of employer and employee contributions. 

What  about At-Home Infant Care (AHIC) Programs?

The At-Home Infant Care program began in Minnesota and is now in Montana and Missouri. AHIC is a program that allows working parents who meet income requirements to receive a subsidy in lieu of child care assistance for caring for infants.  AHIC provides additional supports important to the well-being of babies and the economic security of working families.

In most instances, AHIC programs don’t draw from the same funds as child care. In one instance, it did and that created some tension with child care advocates. In the end though, it was a win-win. Under this program, a parent comes into the office who needs child care assistance. Rather than simply going on the waiting list for a voucher, if there is an AHIC program, it gives them another option beyond the subsidy system. 

Of equal importance, such programs can lessen the burden on the subsidy system. Many times there is no affordable infant care in states so getting an infant care voucher is pretty meaningless. This plan creates an option to the current care delivery system.

What are the issues related to participation in parent education or home visitation programs as a requirement for paid parent leave benefits?  Some AHIC programs require parents to take parent education programs or home visitation programs while others only have it as an option. This is NOT a factor in other paid parental leave programs.

Depending on how an AHIC program is designed in regard to parent requirements, they can be wonderful or they can feel very unfair. For those that offer the option (versus requirement) of parent education or home visitation program to participants, they seem very favorable. If they are required and are only tied to low-income communities, it is not so positive.   Some think that a parenting requirement must be tied to a paid parental leave program. This does not make sense.  It would never work to require parenting education with a paid parental leave program. It can be an option and that is a good thing but it should not be a requirement.

How much do these paid leave programs cost?

The Institute for Women’s Policy Research is working on developing a methodology now. It is based on the specific state and will factor in the specific requirements. They’ve estimated the costs in various states.

Examples

Massachusetts:  The state is reviewing a proposal to provide both health and short-term disability leave for up to 26 weeks in a 12-month period.  Under the benefits, an individual will receive two-thirds of his/her salary. The cost of this program is estimated to be approximately $105/worker/year. This statistic relates to ALL workers rather than just women in childbirth.   If only parental leave is factored into the equation then the cost is approximately $25/worker/year.

Illinois: In this state, the proposed maximum short-term disability benefit is 12 weeks with no waiting period. Individuals would receive approximately 67% of their salaries. The cost of this program is approximately $98/worker/year. For only the paid parental leave component, the cost is ONLY 50 cents/week/worker/year. 

California: Under the previously referenced program in California, workers receive 6 weeks of paid leave and 55% of their salary.  This is being done through payroll taxes. Under this plan, the payroll tax rate will be increased from .9% of wages to a little over 1% of wages. That computes to a cost of $27/worker/year.

Is there a template for estimating costs of paid parental leave based on what a state decides to do?

There is a template but it’s not something that is simple enough to just post it on a website. The Institute for Women’s Policy Research is working on it but right now would have to work with a state to do that analysis. The cost estimate is related to the workforce information, age, fertility patterns, etc. They hope it will become more available in the next year and then advocates can do their own rough estimate.

If you need a cost estimate for your state’s campaign, contact Vicky Lovell (lovell@iwpr.org) or Lissa Bell (lbell@national partnership.org) and they will try and help you or help you find someone in your state who can help you do the methodology.

Who is typically taking paid or unpaid leave these days?

· Studies show that, under the current Family and Medical Leave Act, a woman typically takes off approximately 1-2 months of unpaid leave when she has a baby. 

· Analysis of other data reflects that fathers likely only take 4-5 days of leave. Only a few will take more than that. 

· Even in countries where paid family leave is encouraged for fathers, most men still don’t take the full extent of the leave given to them to share in the caring of a newborn. Even in Sweden where they have actually created financial incentives for leave by fathers, it’s still women who are taking more leave.
· In Canada, they are seeing an increasing number of men taking longer leaves. In fact, new parental leave benefits there led to an increase in the number of parental claims by fathers by about 80% (from 12,010 in 2000 to 21,530 in 2001). This is evidence that the new rules have

indeed resulted in improved sharing of benefits between parental partners. Are there lessons to be drawn from the Canadian experience to support this movement in the US?

Can we quantify the benefits of providing paid family leave as a benefit? 
We can look at clear benefits of workers having paid leave. One is increased job retention. They are more likely to return to their employer. This is particularly true of women. Studies find that paid family leave benefits can help to better connect them to their employer.  

In California, they put a dollar figure to the job retention factor - $89 million in savings to business on the retention factor alone. That is14% of what the whole program costs in California.  They also estimated a savings on public assistance. Without a paid family leave program in California, workers are more likely to leave their jobs and have to rely on public assistance, unemployment, food stamps, etc.  Conservative estimates were that paid family leave would result in $25 million/year in savings for public assistance programs. Most agree that this figure is too low and that the savings is actually higher.

There are no specific statistics yet as to how paid parental leave programs will impact health outcomes for children. There are clearly health benefits but no one has been able to quantify that yet. Letting parents stay at home long enough to recover also definitely has implications for the long-term health of the mother as well as the child. It should be included in advocacy messages.  

How do we build public awareness and support around this issue?

As a related issue, it’s also important to raise the level of awareness of the need for safe, affordable, accessible, high quality care for infants. The more we talk about these issues, the more people will understand what a huge problem this is in our country and the more urgent the issue will become. With this urgency will come a greater pressure to find alternatives.

This is an issue that creates an opportunity for new partners. As previously noted, California passed a paid family leave bill for its workforce.  As part of that campaign, early childhood and labor partnered to get the paid family leave bill passed. It was a key collaboration and would not have been successful without their joint efforts. As a side benefit though, there are some very important child care provisions that are being considered this year in the state legislature in California. Because of the initial partnership on paid family leave, labor is much more involved in other child care legislative issues now. It has created a partnership that didn’t exist before. 

Who are allies versus opponents in a paid leave campaign?
If going for broader paid leave (illness of self or family in addition to parental leave), you get the full range of  advocates - labor, seniors, disability, faith, child care, chronic disease groups – nearly every organized constituency.  In nearly every campaign you will find labor and child care involved.  Every group is going to get something out of it though and can and should be involved as a coalition.

The chief opponents are generally the Chamber of Commerce and other such business associations. They are ideologically against anything that creates new workplace laws. Business in general isn’t against it but the business associations are. 

Small business employers have come out in favor of paid family leave in some instances. Women’s business associations have also come out in favor of it. The Business and Professional Women’s Associations have made this a major initiative. They’ve helped bring small business owners in to testify in favor of it.  It’s important to emphasize that business as a whole does NOT oppose this – just some business and most business associations.

Are there political considerations that states should weigh about focusing a campaign on paid parental leave versus developing broader paid family leave initiatives related to paternity, elder care, etc.?

Because the cost differences between a narrow paid parental leave coverage vs broader paid family leave are relatively small, you don’t gain much from a cost or political perspective by focusing your campaign on just one component of paid leave. You also don’t increase the level of opposition. 

Your opponents will fight as hard to defeat you whether you are working to win support for narrow vs broader paid leave benefits. You don’t benefit from going smaller. If you go broader, you have a bigger group to go with you. 

Early care and education is a piece of a larger effort to help children and families. We tend to win if we’re in a bigger constituency.

In terms of cost, covering worker disability is the most expensive component. It is important but it is something to look at in terms of your coalition. That’s where most of the cost comes. A broader program is better for your coalition but that is something to be considered. 

Studies show that growth and demand for paid family leave will be driven in the future by persons who are caring for their aging parents. You want them in your coalition so make sure you address that issue in your campaign. Also make sure you are including low-wage workers as they are the ones that are primarily being left out of the current system of unpaid family leave.

Are child advocacy organizations in the states focusing on this issue?

Some do and some don’t. It runs the gamut.

If people want to work on paid family leave policies, what would they do?

· Contact Lissa Bell at the National Partnership for Women and Families (lbell@nationalpartnership.org.)  She knows about current campaigns and can connect you with the campaign contacts – including advocates, state legislators, and researchers -- in your area.  She can also talk with you about the possibilities in states where there isn’t a campaign underway.  

· Look at women’s commissions at the state and local level in your area who might be interested in working with you to build a coalition.  

· A local state university that works on work and family issues is another potential source. 

· Since it’s an election year, it’s also a good time to educate policymakers. Even though you don’t know a lot, go to candidate forums and bring this issue up. Ask what they are planning to do to promote these programs. Let them know that this is an issue that is important to voters. This will help raise awareness in the media.

Regardless of the success of the strategies for paid parental leave, will this begin to limit the need for infant toddler care? How fast are these policies moving and how will it change the need for infant toddler care? Do we know? How is it in California?

In California, it’s just an educated guess since they are just getting started.  Moreover, the paid leave plan there is only for a period of six weeks. In many instances, child care centers are not set up to take younger children so there will not be a serious overlap. In actuality, paid parental leave simply fills in the gap between birth and when you CAN enroll a child in a center.  

It’s also important to note though that paid parental leave advocates are NOT abandoning efforts to improve the quality, availability and affordability of infant care. This is just another strategy to fill the gap.  

For more information….

· Go to www.earlychildhoodfinance.org for more resource and contact information.

· Contact Lissa Bell at the National Partnership for Women and Families (lbell@nationalpartnership.org). She can share information on what is happening in various states. 

· Email lbell@nationalpartnership.org if you want to join the paid family leave list serve. You will get updates on what is happening on key federal issues. It’s a great list serve to join and not at all overwhelming or burdensome in terms of too much email.

· For information on cost methodologies used in various studies, contact Vicky Lovell (lovell@iwpr.org).  Other cost/benefit methodology information can be received by emailing Lissa Bell (lbell@nationalpartnership.org). 

· If you want more information on where the presidential candidates stand on this issue, go to www.takecarenet.org
· Email lbell@nationalpartnership.org to find out who is working on the question of how to coordinate paid leave efforts in California with the strategic planning for universal pre-k and other structural programs related to early childhood.

· Go to www.paidleave.org to access the Paid Leave Clearinghouse. This is a collection of full--text documents, issued from 1999 onward, pertaining to paid family and medical leave. Materials include state and federal legislation, advocacy materials, cost and benefit analyses of proposed legislation, reports assessing employer/employee experiences, public opinion surveys, and materials on related topics such as child care and early education. 

Final Key Points:

· Almost NONE of these models require funding from the general fund of a state. If you take a paid family leave proposal to the legislature, you’re NOT asking legislators to add to their budget deficit. That’s what makes this so timely. 

· One of the models we talk a lot about is an insurance model. Some worry about the potential of cost over-runs. In this instance, what determines cost levels is wages. Unless wages start doubling, this program is basically controlled in terms of growth.

· This is potentially a new non-public funding source for a key component of our early care and education system. 

· Paid family leave is an issue where we can have common cause with a broad range of concerned citizens. 

· It is affordable!  Less than fifty cents/week is the rough rule of thumb for paid parental leave for a 12 week leave so everyone can generally use that in their messages to policymakers. (Note that this “cost” does not reflect the “benefits” of reduced costs to the state for such things as food stamps and cash assistance so the true cost is actually even less.)

· It’s good for business!  Research shows large increases in retention when workers receive pay while on leave. This translates into hard dollar savings for employers.

Future Calls:

If anyone has ideas for other conference call topics related to early care and education financing, please send them to awmitchell@aol.com or gscobb@smartstart-nc.org
If you’d like to be on the notification list for future conference calls like this one, email gscobb@smartstart-nc.org.
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