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December 24, 2020

Mayor Muriel Bowser
John A. Wilson Building
1350 Pennsylvania Avenue NW
Washington, DC 20004:

Dear Mayor Bowser:
 
Happy holidays to you, Miranda, and your extended family. This has been a grueling year, and I want to thank you for your leadership in taking many difficult, yet necessary actions to safeguard our city from COVID-19. I know these decisions have not been easy, and in many cases, you have had to weigh very dire public health consequences versus equally dire economic consequences.
 
Lives have been saved because of the measures you have taken. While we remain vigilant in these public health practices to flatten the curve on a potentially deadly winter surge, I also want to work together with the same focus and vigor on helping those workers in our city who have been economically devastated by the pandemic. More than 160,000 workers have filed for Unemployment Insurance (UI) and Pandemic Unemployment Assistance (PUA) with the Department of Employment Services (DOES). We have many dedicated, hard-working public servants in that agency who are doing the best they can, but our federal-state unemployment system wasn’t designed for a public health emergency. It has led to a tsunami of claims, and the required monetary redeterminations, system adjustments, and other adjudications has overwhelmed the system.
 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Every day, I receive dozens of calls and emails from desperate DC workers, who are waiting 10, 15, 20 weeks for their claims to be approved or redetermined so they can pay their bills, buy medicine, or put food on the table. I applaud the decision you made to use DC funds to provide an additional $1,200 payment to some of these workers. I think we need to take more bold actions like this to help DC workers who need help now.

That is why I write to you today with three requests:
 
· Increase the Department of Employment Services budget to hire and train more claims examiners to review and adjudicate PUA claims, hire more interstate coordinators to adjudicate UI multi-state claims, and hire more call taking staff to reduce wait times. I have repeatedly asked if DOES has enough resources, and have been told that it does.  Given the continued backlogs and wait times, I can no longer believe that is the case. We need to take action to reduce the backlogs, and that requires more staff and training, and therefore more funding.

· Hire a strategic communications firm to improve how DOES conveys information to claimants. UI and PUA are complicated federal-state programs, and for many of our workers, this is the first time they’ve had to come to the government for economic assistance. Often, they simply don’t understand what to do because the guidance is not clear cut and written in plain English. I strongly encourage you to hire a strategic communications firm to cut through the opaque bureaucratese, and streamline how applicants navigate our unemployment system. I believe this was done with Paid Family Leave, and it appears to have been very successful. I have spoken today with DOES Director Unique Morris-Hughes, and I understand this might be in the works. 

· Post information on key unemployment compensation metrics. We need to be more transparent so our workers know the hard work the agency is doing! We need to be telling them how fast we are working on their claims. We should be regularly posting information on important metrics, such as how quickly UI claims are approved, how long it takes to approve extensions such as Pandemic Emergency Unemployment Assistance (PEUC) and Extended Benefits (EB), how many PUA claims have been redetermined, and other data points. We need this transparency to hold ourselves accountable. And if we are not meeting our metrics, we must provide a plan for how we will meet them.
 
We are nine months into this public health crisis, and we are likely to have months more before it is over.  I am troubled as I am sure you are about the dysfunction of getting another federal stimulus bill passed, but I hope it will come soon. With likely new unemployment insurance supplemental payments and extensions with a stimulus package, I am concerned these waits will only stretch longer, as DOES works to implement the new rules, while also trying to clear the backlog.

We must take more action now to help our residents. I know we are in a tough financial situation, but our residents need this help and it will help our businesses and our economy. I pledge to work with you to find these funds. I know if we work together we can make progress.


Sincerely yours,
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Elissa Silverman
Chair, Committee on Labor and Workforce Development
Council of the District of Columbia
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