
Rep. Gleim Statement on HB 535

Thank you for allowing me to speak today on HB 535 regarding emergency
unemployment compensation assistance. The unemployment compensation
system could not handle or service the influx of need during the recession of 2008,
and it, again, couldn’t handle it during this Pandemic. The legislature has heard of
constituent hardships that have occurred in not getting UC payments on time, the
fraud occurring, and frustrating lack of communication. We need to be proactive
going forward, not just for the people desperate for funds, but also for the state
workers who are overwhelmed.

The former Secretary testified that the Governor didn’t consult him about the
shutdowns or their impact on the unemployment system. When the disaster
declaration was declared on March 6, 2020, we already knew that there were
COVID lockdowns in China and Italy.

After claims started to spike, the department began reaching out to recent retirees
and other people who had work experience with UC, and they began reaching out
to other agencies to borrow some staff. But, this effort lagged and could have
started at least a few weeks earlier, which pushed constituent response time back
and created an economic backlog that still exists a year later.

Not every emergency will impact the UC system like COVID-the opioid
emergency declaration had no impact on UC-but another pandemic or a major
disaster in a populated area of the Commonwealth may be expected to cause a
spike in claims.

The goal of this bill is to get the right people talking and thinking about the impact
of an emergency or a mounting recession on our UC system-as soon as possible.

The legislation will deploy a common sense automatic ramp up of the
Unemployment Compensation Department during any crisis, no matter who is in
office, immediately adhering to built-in triggers already set in law. It will start a
fast review and consultation process when a disaster emergency is declared or
when an extended benefits period is triggered under the UC law.
I am open to constructive suggestions about the bill, and invite members, the
department and other stakeholders to reach out if you would like to discuss it with
me.


