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Panel 1: Family Leave, Minimum Standards Plus Small Increments

Stacy Calvin’s story illustrates the challenges faced by working parents struggling to be good employees and responsible caregivers, and it highlights some of the policy solutions that would assist parents in meeting those challenges.

At 9to5, National Association of Working Women, we hear from workers everyday who need time to care for their families or themselves without losing their jobs or their pay.  But many of the callers to 9to5’s Job Survival Hotline can’t take the time off that their families need without risking their paychecks and/or their employment.

The Family and Medical Leave Act is one of the most important advances for families in our nation’s history.  Before the FMLA was passed 14 years ago, many people simply lost their jobs when they became pregnant, got cancer or had to take care of a seriously ill family member.  The FMLA has allowed more than 50 million Americans to take job-protected leave to care for themselves or a loved one when they need it most.  Because of the FMLA, more parents have spent critical time with their babies, fewer children have had to face hospital stays alone, and more workers have been able to care for parents and spouses in medical emergencies.

But, as important as FMLA is, it doesn’t cover millions of working families in need, and it’s unpaid.  We need to remember that more than two in five private sector workers are not covered.  They include people like 9to5 member Ginny Beyer, who had a hernia problem that landed her in the emergency room on a Thursday night.  She was still in the hospital Friday and called her supervisor, who immediately asked for a doctor’s note.  Ginny told 9to5, “Even though the doctor faxed a note, my employer said I was ‘self-terminated’ for having to miss less than a week recovering in the hospital.”

Another 9to5 member who struggled without access to the FMLA is Tammera Bravo, who worked as a landscaper for a small Colorado firm.  Her son was hit by a hit-and-run driver.  Not covered by the FMLA, Tammera was forced to choose between keeping her job and helping her child recover. After taking time to care for her son, she was fired and forced to go on welfare and food stamps.  If she had had job protection under the FMLA, Tammera and her son would not have been in that predicament.

Many who are covered under the law can’t afford to take the leave they’re eligible for – or do so at great cost.  Jennifer in Iowa could only afford to take seven weeks of her maternity leave, because her husband was deployed to Iraq and she had to return to work to pay the bills.  According to a Department of Labor study, 78% of those who are eligible for the FMLA and need leave but don’t use it, don’t take the leave because they can’t afford it.  And nearly 1 in 10 workers who did take FMLA had to support themselves by going on public assistance. 

All families face challenges as they strive to pursue their careers while nurturing their families.  But for families in the bottom third of the economy, economic pressures and the lack of caregiving resources intensify the ordinary challenges of keeping a job and raising a family to the level of a daily crisis.

FMLA doesn’t cover routine illness, and more than half the workforce - and three-quarters of those in the bottom quartile of earners - lack paid sick days.  In Wisconsin 9to5 member Robbie’s words, “When my son got hit by a car and broke his arm, he didn’t tell me right away, because he was worried I would lose my job. His friend had to tell me what happened.  I didn’t have any paid sick days; and I did lose that job so I could care for my son.  Children shouldn’t have to worry about their mom’s lost job when they need to recover.”

Santina Story, a Georgia 9to5 member who earns $7.95/hour as a poultry plant worker, says, “I work hard to provide a safe, healthy home for my children. I can’t afford health insurance, but I definitely can’t afford to get sick.”

School visits and activities aren’t covered either.  What did that mean for Lisa? When her daughter was being stalked on her way to and from middle school, the principal called Lisa at work and asked her to come to a meeting to help develop a safety plan for her daughter.  When Lisa asked her supervisor for time off, her supervisor told her that she’d better get her priorities straight if she wanted to keep her job.

At a time when more families than ever are caring for young children or elderly parents or both, we need to cover more people, for more reasons, and leave needs to be affordable.  Expanded, paid family medical leave needs to be complemented by measures like the Healthy Families Act, which would guarantee a minimum of seven paid sick days to cover more routine employee and family illness, and parents need to be able to be involved in their children’s school activities without risking their employment.

Some may argue that these changes would cost too much.  It’s high time we factored in the cost of not providing affordable leave to all workers who might need it - the cost to taxpayers, to employers, and above all to workers and their families.

And some will argue that smart employers will do the right thing on their own because it helps the bottom line.  We agree.  But laws aren’t written for smart employers.  They’re written to create a floor to guarantee minimum levels of protection.  Government shouldn’t tell business what to do, but government should establish the floor of what business cannot do.  We must raise that floor until no worker has to choose between a healthy family and a job or paycheck.
