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Workers Urgently Need Support During Severe Weather
Emergencies

Good morning, Chair Taylor, Vice Chair Bonham, and Members of the Committee. | am Flannery
O’Rourke for National Employment Law Project speaking in support of HB2125.

The National Employment Law Project (NELP) is a nonprofit research, policy, and capacity building
organization that for more than 50 years has sought to strengthen protections and build power for workers
in the U.S., including workers who are unemployed. For decades, NELP has researched and advocated
for policies that create good jobs, expand access to work, and strengthen protections and support for
underpaid and jobless workers.

The frequency, intensity, and collateral effects of severe weather are increasing worldwide." In the past
few years, severe weather including ice storms,? heavy rains, and droughts has led to flooding, landslides,
and wildfires in Oregon.® Oregonians’ paid work may be disrupted during these severe weather events.
Workers may be unable to safely access or perform work in their place of employment during a severe
weather emergency, or their place of employment may be altogether destroyed. In other cases,
Oregonians may need to prioritize their own and their family’s safety over paid work for a period of time. In
such cases, unemployment insurance provides an essential source of support to help workers acquire
necessities, support their families, rebuild, and have one less worry.

The Waiting Week Delays Workers’ Access to Critical Support

Currently, Oregon law requires that workers wait a week before unemployment insurance assistance kicks
in.
o A ‘waiting week” is when a state requires that a worker need (and meet criteria for) unemployment
insurance compensation for a week, without actually paying the worker for that week.
e This is not a federal requirement; about 20% of states never have a waiting week for
unemployment insurance.*

For many states with a waiting week, it is not uncommon for the week to be waived either via executive
order or via statutory authority. During the pandemic, nearly every state waived the waiting week.®
Currently, about a dozen states, including Oregon, establish times when the waiting week can be waived.®
e In some states, such as California, the authority to waive the waiting week is expressly held by the
Governor.”

e In other states, such as Kansas® and Rhode Island,® the waiver occurs automatically after a
triggering event.

o Finally, in some states, such as Utah, the waiver authority is held by the state unemployment
insurance agency.'®

Waiving the waiting week does not increase a worker’s
maximum potential benefit entitlement or their employers’
maximum potential liability. It simply ensures workers are
paid for the first week that they need it.
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In Oregon, the waiting week currently can be waived, but only where the governor declares an emergency
and the governor expressly waives the waiting week for workers impacted by the emergency.

This bill makes a simple change that will facilitate waiver of the waiting week for workers during severe
weather emergencies. Under the bill, in cases where the governor declares an emergency and the
emergency is related to severe weather, the Director of the Oregon Employment Department is authorized
to waive the waiting week. Though a simple change, the Director is well-situated to identify severe weather
emergencies’ impacts on local employment. This will facilitate waiver of the waiting week, so that workers
can receive support sooner and have one less worry during severe weather emergencies.

About NELP

Founded in 1969, the National Employment Law Project (NELP) is a nonprofit advocacy organization
dedicated to building a just and inclusive economy where all workers have expansive rights and thrive in
good jobs. Together with local, state, and national partners, NELP advances its mission through
transformative legal and policy solutions, research, capacity-building, and communications. NELP is the
leading national nonprofit working at the federal, state, and local levels to create a good-jobs economy.
Learn more at www.nelp.org.
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