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Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony to the Senate Labor Committee on the need for paid family leave.  As a leading voice on behalf of low-income New Yorkers, the Community Service Society has advocated to advance the economic security of the working poor for over 160 years. We strongly support paid family leave because of its critical importance to New York’s low-income working families.
Low-wage New Yorkers need Time to Care
Most low-income New Yorkers are working. They are struggling to support their families, but when they experience a serious family need – whether it’s the birth of a child or the major illness of a child or elderly parent – they are unable to take time off without jeopardizing their jobs and financial stability. 
Higher income employees face similar dilemmas, but some of them have a safety net of accrued sick days, paid vacation and savings to help. Low-wage workers cannot use their accrued sick days, personal days or vacation time when they have a critical family need for the simple reason that most low-wage workers lack even these minimal labor standards. According to this year’s Unheard Third, our annual survey of over 1800 New Yorkers, 56 percent of poor full-time workers did not have even a single paid sick day and over half did not have any paid vacation. 
For the working poor, staying home means not being able to pay the bills. Going for a week or more without a paycheck is not an option; it is a crisis. In our survey, half the working poor reported having less than $500 in savings for an emergency.  Over a third of low-income families did not have even $100 in savings to fall back on.  New York’s hard working low-income families should not be forced to choose between caring for those they love and their livelihoods. They should not have to risk losing their jobs, their health insurance or their homes because their 85 year-old mom broke her hip and needs help for a few weeks, their son is undergoing life-saving chemotherapy, or they are blessed with a new child.
The Time to Care Act provides a solution
The Working Families Time to Care Act provides a solution that allows working families to care for themselves, without risking their economic security.  It would expand New York’s existing Temporary Disability Insurance (TDI) program (which provides some wage replacement during a worker’s own non-work related temporary disability) to also cover a worker who needs time off to care for a newborn or newly adopted child, or a seriously ill family member.  Workers would receive up to 12 weeks of benefits, funded through a modest increase in premiums paid within the existing TDI program.
Extending TDI to provide paid leave costs surprisingly little, just pennies per paycheck. But the price of not having paid leave is huge:  harmful impacts on early childhood development and parent-child relationships, expenditures for nursing homes and paid caregivers, and lost income and taxes. For those low-wage workers who have made the transition from welfare to work, the lack of paid family leave can jeopardize their connection to the labor market. Many are needlessly forced to sever their relationships with their employers, rather than take temporary leave.
New Yorkers overwhelmingly say it’s Time to Care about this issue
Seven out of ten New Yorkers surveyed in the CSS poll favor extending New York’s TDI system to provide paid family leave. Making it possible for working people to stay home during these crucial times makes sense for all of us. The first few weeks of a child's life are especially important for healthy development, at home family care shortens costly hospital stays and Medicaid expenditures, and studies confirm that paid leave helps companies keep good workers and increases productivity. 
The United States is alone among wealthy industrial nations, and in fact one of only four countries in the world that does not already guarantee some form of paid maternity leave. The others are Liberia, Swaziland and Papua New Guinea. California enacted paid family leave in 2004; Washington state passed a paid family leave act just last month.  New York should be next.
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