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Family Leave Bill Gains Momentum in Albany 

by Theresa Juva , Assistant Editor 

   Juggling child and elderly parent care has become a struggle now that more households rely on the income of two parents. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 62 percent of married couples with children were both employed in 2006. 
   For almost a decade, Assemblywoman Catherine Nolan (D-Ridgewood) has been promoting a bill that would allow employees to leave their jobs while still receiving a partial salary ? a policy that has already been implemented in California and Washington. 

   Nolan?s bill, backed by Gov. Eliot Spitzer, the Working Families Party and women?s and children?s organizations, is modeled after the federal Family Medical Leave Act and would be administered through the state?s disability program. 
   Under existing federal law, employees are entitled to 12 weeks of unpaid leave for a sick family member; only their position and benefits are protected. Under current state law, employees are also entitled to paid leave, but only if they are personally sick or injured. 
   Both laws fall short of providing employees with an adequate safety net, the bill?s proponents said. The legislation would allow employees to take a paid leave up to 12 weeks and be compensated up to $170 a week through an expansion of the state?s disability coverage. 
   The law would allow leave for family emergencies like the illness of a child, relative, spouse, or domestic partner. It would also cover time to bond with a new child. 
   It would apply to all private businesses, because they are required to carry state disability insurance, while only some public sector jobs would be included. Employees who are essential to the daily function of a business would not be protected. 
   The cost of disability insurance would rise if the law were passed. Employees would pay two-thirds of the additional cost ? an estimated 45 cents per check ?? while employers would contribute a third. 
   Nolan could not be reached for comment, but her chief of staff said the proposal is reasonable and asks for minimum compensation; in California, employees can receive up to $882 each week for six weeks of leave. 
   Martha Baker is a consultant for the New York State Paid Family Leave Coalition and has worked with women and labor organizations that support the bill. She said the legislation would especially benefit women, who are often the primary caregivers in a family. 
   Baker noted that with so many women trying to balance work and family responsibilities, similar legislation has gained momentum in a handful of other states, including New Jersey, Pennsylvania and Massachusetts. Those programs could eventually generate enough support for a national one, she said. 
   But not everyone agrees that private businesses should be the first to test the waters. Matthew Maguire, a spokesman for the Business Council of New York ?the state?s largest chamber of commerce ? said his members are hesitant to endorse anything that would increase costs for businesses. New York businesses already pay the highest taxes and insurance rates in the country. ?We are working to make sure any bill would create few or no burdens for employers,? he said. 
   Even though the cost may seem minimal, Maguire said every dollar spent on an added cost takes away from a company updating technology, creating new jobs, increasing salaries or improving benefits. ?It ultimately weakens what companies can do for employees,? he added. 
   But Baker responded that employees are more efficient when their home lives are in order, and happy and focused workers are the best for business. ?The rest of the world is surpassing us in the acknowledgement of what it takes to be a productive person,? she said. 
   The Paid Family Leave Bill has been referred to the Assembly?s Committee on Labor. 
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