Congressional Briefing to release the Work and Family Bill of Rights, May 11, 2006

Remarks by Robert Drago, Co-chair of the Steering Committee, Take Care Net, and Professor of Labor Studies and Women’s Studies, The Pennsylvania State University
Thank you all for being here, and particularly to Heidi Hartmann and the Institute for Women’s Policy Research for organizing this event.

It is a great privilege to be here today to release the Work and Family Bill of Rights, a document that addresses the need for paid leave, negotiated flexibility, quality, affordable child and elder care, a living wage, and universal health insurance.  

Allow me to provide a bit of historical background to the document.  When I was growing up in the suburbs of Denver in the 1960s, none of these issues were problems.  My mother stayed at home and cared for me and my two brothers.  My father had a good job in the aerospace industry, one that provided good wages and health insurance and, while it is a matter of some debate with my mother, I recall my father being home for dinner most nights, frequent weekend camping trips, and family vacations every summer.  To the extent the issues we are discussing entered the picture at all, it was in terms of benefits my father received from his employer.

Fast forward to 1995.  I entered the field of work and family research that year at a meeting sponsored by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation and led by Dr. Kathleen Christensen.  At the time, much research had been done on the effects of mother’s employment on children, and the research had established that the answer depends on the quality of family life and child care.  Far less research addressed the issues we are discussing today because, at that time, employers were still viewed as those responsible for providing relevant benefits.  Indeed, the original Work and Family Bill of Rights was drafted in 1998 by the Labor Project for Working Families and a collection of unions, and was written as a bargaining tool.

By 2002, when a group of academics and activists formed the Take Care Net, we had been drawn inexorably to the conclusion that the problems of work and family can only be addressed by government action.  Indeed, many unions, and the central body of the AFL-CIO, have also reach that conclusion and signed the Work and Family Bill of Rights.  

The problems are now severe.  Most American children, including infants, live in a household where all parents are employed.  The world of my childhood is largely gone. How are we caring for these children?  Today, less than half of all Americans have paid leave to care for a new child or to deal with their own illness or that of their children. And the care children receive while we are working is poor.  According to a recent study, 80 percent of formal child care in the U.S. is of mediocre or poor quality, and informal paid care is associated with even more risks for children from disease, accidents, and poor nutrition.  
Nor are we treating our elderly well.  According to a study produced by the present administration, 90 percent of nursing homes have dangerously low staffing levels, resulting in unnecessary illness and even death.

Part of the problem is that wages are so low.  Since the attacks of 9/11, we have thrown a net number of over one million Americans per year into poverty, and most adults in poverty are employed.  Even more Americans have lost health insurance coverage, as employers have increasingly realized they cannot afford health insurance, particularly for low-wage employees where family health insurance can almost double labor costs.
The one area where many employers have done well is in terms of flexible work hours.  Over the course of the last decade, many employers have begun offering flexibility in terms of when or where employees perform their work.  This flexibility is often priceless for the employees who need brief periods off to meet with children’s teachers, or to start and end work late to ensure that they can see a child safely onto a school bus each morning.  In return, employers receive higher levels of commitment and less costly turnover of employees.  But even in this case, many employers have moved slowly or not at all.  They need a push.
To solve these problems requires governmental action.  The private sector, and particularly many small businesses, cannot afford paid leave for employees, nor can they afford to provide child and elder care or even health insurance for their employees.  The government can and should foot the bill to make these rights a reality.  Employers can provide flexibility, and legal action could prod them to do the right thing.  And low-wage employers cannot individually raise their wages without losing their competitive edge; wages need to be raised universally to maintain a level playing field in the labor market.

A few years ago, it might have been safe to conclude that these “rights” were just the pipedream of some ivory tower academics.  That is no longer the case, and I believe we are at a tipping point where many others are reaching the same conclusion we have.  The state of California now has paid family and medical leave.  Corporations continue to expand the number of employees who have flexibility over their work hours.  The federal government, following welfare reform in 1996, continues to provide some coverage for child care funding and for health insurance for children.  A record 17 state governments have now raised their minimum wage above the federal level, and the state of Vermont is in the process of implementing universal health insurance coverage.  Perhaps most tellingly, last October the CEO of Wal-Mart stated publicly that the federal government needs to raise the minimum wage, while General Motors has quietly been lobbying the Canadian government to maintain what is arguably one of the most restrictive national health insurance systems in the world.
Even corporations are increasingly recognizing what many academics, pollsters, local and state governmental officials, and union leaders have already discovered.  If we are to compete in a global economy and have a decent and humane society, we need these rights, and the federal government needs to take a leadership role in ensuring these rights.

Thank you.

