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s 2021 hits the mid-year mark, health and job gains have
Asurged apace with public hopes of a new beginning.
COVID-related deaths in the U.S. peaked this January at
26,000/week. Since then, half the population has received



The ARPA child benefits only last one year, but could slash child
poverty nearly in half, according to a new Columbia University
study.! If made permanent, they would move the U.S. far closer to
EU-style “family allowances and thus “have the makings of a
policy revolution,” in the words of one poverty policy specialist.

However, Republican opposition forced two key proposals to be
dropped from the final law. One would have gradually raised the
federal minimum wage — stuck at $7.25 for over a decade — to $15
per hour by 2025. The other would have set the Unemployment
Insurance Supplement from the federal government at $600/week
— restoring it to the level in the original 2020 CARES Act.

Worker Shortage or Wage Shortage?

Republican critics, including those who voted last year for the
$600/month federal Ul supplement in the original CARES Act,
refused to allow passage of the entire Biden rescue package if it
included the same supplement level. Why? Their argument was
based on claims that the economy was fast pulling out of the
recession and employers were planning more hiring. The main
government job vacancies survey did show a slight improvement
in the ratio of jobless adult to job openings early this year, though
it was still higher than pre-pandemic levels (Figure 2). Also, initial
claims for unemployment insurance have been steadily dropping
since early January. But conservatives insisted that higher Ul
benefits would be a disincentive for low-wage individuals to seek
employment. Similar conservative claims were made to sink the
HEROES aid bill last fall, inspiring a number of new empirical
studies to test the Ul-unemployment duration claim. Their
findings so far fail to support such fears.2

In fact, the relatively low-wage leisure and hospitality sector, hardest
hit by the 2020 recession has been recording the most rapid job
growth this year. This runs directly counter to the argument that, the
closer Ul benefits rise to a worker’s expected earnings from work,
the less likely that worker is to opt for a job over a government
check. Nationwide from December to May, the all-industry job
count has grown by 2.4 million (a 1.7% increase). Compare that
with the 9.4% job growth in leisure and hospitality. And among
teenagers, a traditional hiring target for that sector’s employers,
labor force participation has risen and unemployment fallen more
than for other age groups. African American teenagers’
unemployment rate — 35% in May 2020 — 12 months later has
dropped to 12.1% — the lowest on record.3

Nonetheless, retailers and restaurants have been grabbing more
media attention with complaints of a “worker shortage” leaving
them with inadequate staffing. Such claims are having real






And the Senate GOP in early June cut off debate on the Paycheck
Fairness Bill. Passed by the Democratic majority in the House in
April, the bill would combat pay discrimination against women and
L.G.B.T.Q. workers by requiring employers to prove that pay
disparities between men and women are job related. It would also
strengthen the hand of plaintiffs using class-action lawsuits to
battle pay discrimination.

If Congressional Republicans keep blocking pro-worker proposals,
some states and cities are taking the lead. This January, 22 states
hiked their minimum wage levels — directly raising pay for nearly
7 million of the lowest-paid workers, as well as indirectly
pressuring pay hikes for millions more middle-wage employees
too. In New York City, where the “Fight for $15” was born and
succeeded in pushing up the pay floor for low-wage workers, has
now strengthened their job security as well. Working women
account for about two-thirds of the city’s 66,000 fast-food sector
employees — and roughly 90 percent are people of color. So they
stand to benefit disproportionately from the City Council passage
of a new bhill that protects workers at large fast-food chains
industry from being fired without a valid reason. An appeals
process was also established over firings, based on arbitration. A
companion bill requires fast food restaurants are also required to
conduct layoffs according to worker seniority. Labor unions and
other proponents argue that such industry-specific job protections
could serve as a useful model for other metropolitan areas across
the country.
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