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BRIAN KEATING:  All right.  So that we can have as much time as possible, I'm going to go ahead and turn things over to Gay Gilbert, administrator with unemployment insurance for the U.S. Department of Labor.  Gay, take it away.
GAY GILBERT:  Thank you so much.  And welcome, everybody.  Happy Friday.  We really appreciate you all joining us on today's webinar.  And we do have a number of folks in addition to me who will be presenting today.  Let me just walk through that real quickly.
We have Suzanne Simonetta, who is the chief of legislation here at the Office of Unemployment Insurance.  We have Lidia Fiore, who's in our office of operations at unemployment insurance.  And especially I want to welcome our state presenters, Stephen Geskey, director of the federal and state policies and procedures for the Michigan Department of Licensing and Regulatory Affairs; and Kathy Catanzaro, chief of the unemployment insurance special programs in Rhode Island.  So we have a jam-packed agenda for you.  
Our goal today – first of all, I'm just happy to be here talking about the short-time compensation program because our goal really is to find as many champions for this program as we can find and to ensure that as many states as possible have it as a tool in their toolkit to help workers, help employers and save jobs.  
So our goals are really to talk to you today and encourage you to become one of those champions in your state, and to give you a little bit more information about the program and its value so you are better equipped to do that.  And also to share with you some of the tools that we've developed, including our new website, to help states take all the steps that they may need to take to adopt a program.
So wanted to acquaint you with all those things and also obviously offer our assistance to anyone who's interested in promoting short-time compensation in their state.  
Before we move ahead, though, I'd like to share some video from our secretary of labor, Tom Perez, who is also very passionate about this program and is anxious for others to understand it as well.
GARY GONZALEZ:  All right.  And just a note that this audio will play through your computer speakers.  So if you're participating with us today, go ahead and unmute your computer speakers so that you can hear today's video.  We'll go ahead and play it for you now.  
(Pause.)
MS. GILBERT:  OK.  We're very pleased to have the secretary as an advocate for this program.  And he did a great job, actually, of highlighting some of the highlights of why this is important.  But we're going to dig a little deeper now.  
Again, let's start with sort of the basics of how short-time compensation works.  I'm just not sure how familiar everybody on the phone is with the program, so I apologize if this is not new to all of you but just as a refresher.  
The short-time compensation – or work sharing – allows employers to reduce hours of work for a specific group of employees rather than laying them off.  And it is feasible to do that for some groups of employees while other employees remain in full-time status.  So in many ways this can be customized to how an employer's operation works.  
Employees receive a portion of their unemployment benefits while working the reduced hours.  And the program reserves – obviously keeps the employees in their jobs and also the employer's trained workforce during business slowdowns.  
And let me just give a quick example here.  I actually borrowed this from (Nell ?) but it gives a very easy little example.  Instead of laying off five workers, an employer reduces the schedules of 25 workers by 20 percent.  So just to give you kind of a flavor of what that might look like.  
So I borrowed this one too from the state of Washington.  Thank you, state of Washington.  This slide – Washington has a very robust work sharing program and we shared a presentation on this in a different webinar a while back.  And this shows in the state of Washington sort of who – which types of employers are using work sharing and really demonstrates that it is very flexible.  
It is particularly popular in the manufacturing industry I think in large measure because there's a really critical – there's a lot of investment that manufacturers put in the training and getting experienced workers and they don't want to lose that talent when there are slowdowns in the economy.  So again, just wanted to give you a flavor of how that's benefiting certain business groups out there.  
Again borrowing from the state of Washington, this is I think important in terms of demonstrating how it's a win for employers.  Ninety-eight percent of the employers would apply for the program again, 99 percent would recommend it to other businesses and 93 (percent) said they actually saved jobs.  So I think that's the really most important thing.  And 68 percent said the program assisted them in surviving the recession.  So I think those are incredibly sort of powerful statistics.
So again, I think it's a win for employers, it retains your skilled workers.  It helps maintain quality service and products to customers, rather than actually losing that capacity if you're having to lay off workers.  Avoids the time and expense of hiring and training new employees.  And that's not an insubstantial cost.  In many industries that can range to many, many, many thousands of dollars and really impact employer bottom lines.  
And employee morale is maintained.  I think one of the – we've had over the past couple years, since the middle class tax act has passed and we've been working to gain more understanding of how work sharing has functioned in the states that have had it.  And one of the things that I think was new to me I think is that it actually strengthened the relationship between employees and their employers.  
And for some employers, obviously the UI tax rate may be lower for the employers than it would be if you had to actually lay people off.  So it saves charges to your account.
It is also a win for workers.  Workers keep their jobs and continue to earn wages.  Obviously important to being able to sustain themselves and their family.  Employees receive a portion of unemployment benefits that helps with that as well.  
For example, if eight hours equals a 20 percent reduction, 20 percent times a $270 weekly benefit amount – that's just pulled out of the air; the states vary, as you may know, in their weekly benefit amounts for unemployment insurance – that would equal $54.  So an employee receives $54 of UI plus their 32 hours of wages earned under a shared work kind of concept.  
And I think importantly to employees for sure is they get to retain their health insurance and benefit – and retirement benefits.  And one of the things we've learned also over the course of this recession is the longer somebody's unemployed – (inaudible) – that they're unemployed you start to lose your skills and your edge and your ability to compete in the workplace.  So this obviously keeps workers in the workplace and keeps their skills sharp.
It's also a win for states.  First of all, I think almost every state in the union – in fact, I would say all of them – the workforce system is constantly looking for ways to avoid – help employers avoid layoffs altogether.  And clearly the short-time compensation program is a super tool to allow for that.  
And while it's particularly good in an economic downturn, there are also – within industry sectors or particular types of employers may have economic – their own kind of economic downturn smaller than the entire economy, in between times.  So it's really helpful to have STC as part of your toolkit throughout.  
It's good for your economy.  Obviously saving jobs is critical to your economy.  It keeps buying power up.  It keeps – so the individuals who are receiving short-time compensation retain their buying power and they can buy groceries, they can buy gas, and those businesses reap the benefit as well.  And they're paying taxes as well.  So all things that are helpful to states' economy.  
And as the secretary mentioned in his video, we have these amazing financial incentives for states to implement the program now.  And we're going to talk a little bit more about the specifics of that here shortly.  
So there are two types of incentives for states right now.  First of all, the federal government is providing dollars for actually paying benefits.  Right now through August of 2015 there is a 100 percent reimbursement of the benefits that states pay.  Well, truth in advertising these benefits, the reimbursement is subject to sequestration.  So there is a small percentage cut from the 100 percent.  But even with that, it's a significant coverage of the cost of benefits, well over 90 percent.  So that's still a huge boon to the state and the state's unemployment insurance trust fund.  
Second of all, the Middle Class Tax Relief and Job Creation Act provided for grants to states with a conforming law that meets the definition in the middle class tax act.  And these grants are for states to ramp up their programs and to do the kind of employer outreach and business outreach that will be helpful to make a short-time compensation program successful.  And that application deadline is December 31st, 2014.  
As you can see from these dates, the clock is ticking rather loudly.  So it's one of the reasons that we are really laser-focused on getting states to pay attention to the fact that these incentives are available now.  It's a unique opportunity to get a program up and running in advance of a future recession.  And we also know that state legislative – this does require states to pass legislation and that's – so we want states to be prepared as they move into the next legislative session this year, because honestly that's when it will need to happen for them to take advantage of these options.  
So there are some other sort of benefits in this.  States, I will say, have flexibility to craft how they're managing the charging for their employers.  While there is federal reimbursement, we – the Department of Labor's guidance allows a state to choose to not charge the employer who – employers during this 100 percent reimbursement period.  
Obviously state law governs after that and employer charging ends up – for those of you who aren't aware, the unemployment insurance program is experience-based.  And ordinarily when an employer contributes to use of a trust fund and the benefits are paid as a result of them laying someone off, their account is charged and they have some responsibility.  But during this period, we can also give a boon to the employers by not charging them, if states choose to do that.  
There is just no – just to clarify, there is no reimbursement for short-time compensation benefits for seasonal, temporary or intermittent employees.  This is really about full-time employees having – and part-time employees – being able to cut back hours and still receive benefits.  And also, again, due to sequestration, the 100 percent is not quite 100 percent but still a substantial boon.
So with that, I'm going to stop now and I'm going to turn things over to Suzanne Simonetta, who's going to talk a little bit more about the mechanics of the program.  She's going to do that at a fairly high level.  But if you have more specific questions later, I'm sure she's going to be happy to answer them.  
SUZANNE SIMONETTA:  Hi, everyone.  It really is a pleasure to be able to talk to you today about short-time compensation.  It is a fantastic opportunity for workers, employers and states, as Gay had mentioned.
Just a quick reminder, this is a voluntary program.  Hence our desire to talk to you all today about it, so that you will all be inspired and motivated to get STC programs up and running in states that don't already have it.  
Twenty-eight states have it in their law currently.  Three are relatively new and we are so happy that we have someone from Michigan who's going to be speaking with us today because he'll be able to give us a great insight into all of the practical realities of being a new implementer of an STC program.  And we are grateful to also have someone from one of our more veteran STC programs who can really give us a great insight into what it takes to create such a successful STC program.  
Now, as Gay mentioned, we do have a new federal definition of what an STC program is.  All brand-new state STC laws have to conform to this new definition right now – you know, ever since enactment of the middle class tax act.  Now, states that had been running STC programs for quite some time beforehand, they have a little kind of flexibility in terms of how – they've got some time before they have to conform to this new definition, but it's coming up.  
By August of 2014, all states have to be in line with this new definition.  And me and my staff, we have been working closely with lots of states to get their laws, regulations and policies updated so that they will be positioned to keep running their programs once the new definition is a requirement for them.  
We still have a bunch of states that we are working with and we want to offer our assistance to anyone who is interested, whether a new state STC law or fixing an old one, because we want to help you to succeed.  But it is just important to remember that the existing states have a little bit more time before they have to get in line with the new definition.
Now I'd like to take a couple of minutes to just walk through some of the key elements in this definition, which for the legal types out there it's in section 3306(v) of the Unemployment Tax Act.  
First of all, employer participation is voluntary.  That's always been the case.  And actually, just about everything on this slide that I'm going to talk about now are longstanding parameters of STC programs.  So it's really nothing new that I'm going to be talking about now.  
The second element is that employers reduce employee hours in lieu of a layoff.  This is what essentially makes it such an important layoff aversion strategy.  And it's important to note and just to remember that because this is in lieu of a layoff, what that means, generally speaking, is that employers would be getting unemployment benefits charged to them anyway.  Because if they would have been laying off workers, those workers would have been mostly likely eligible for regular unemployment benefits.  So that's just something that I think is always helpful to keep in mind when thinking through some of the policy issues around an STC program.
Next, the reduction in hours has to be within a range, at least 10 percent and no more than 60 percent.  All of the existing STC laws generally fell into that range, so that's something that isn't really a challenge.  
And then the next thing, which Gay had already explained through her example, is that employees get a pro-rata share of their UI benefits – their UI weekly benefit – for their reduced work hours.  And this is something that's really important because this is basically one of the main things which is why employees can benefit from STC.  
Because under regular UI law – for those of you who may not be familiar – if someone gets, say, temporary work or has maybe some part-time or reduced-hours work, generally speaking they're not able to get anything in a regular unemployment benefit because states will often maybe ignore the first, say, 25 (dollars) or $50 that you earn in a week, but then after that it's a dollar-for-dollar reduction.  
So what you find is that for – in a situation like this where maybe a worker's hours are reduced by only maybe one day a week or two days a week, they generally would earn way too much to be able to be eligible for any unemployment benefits.  
And so that's why STC is important, because without it these workers wouldn't be eligible for any benefit.  And so this is what basically cushions the financial impact of their reduction in hours, because at least the workers are getting a little bit more than they would have otherwise.  So that's what makes that so important.  
And last thing on this slide I just want to mention briefly is that in order to be eligible employees have to continue to be available to their STC employer for their regular hours of work.  And so that's – (inaudible) – another longstanding provision.  
There are some other things I just want to talk about that are either slightly tweaked or brand-new.  Employees can participate in training while getting STC, either employer-sponsored or state-approved WIA – which is Workforce Investment Act – funded training.  
And this is something that employers particularly just should know about because what some employers have done is on, say, the day or two per week that their workers aren't working, they might try to upskill their workforce so they can be more competitive by knowing the latest technology or having – or being better equipped to efficiently do their jobs.  So this is another important element.  
The thing that is new in the federal law but many states had this in there previously is a requirement that employers continue to provide the health and retirement benefits to STC employers (sic), to the same extent that they're providing them to the employees who are not participating in STC.  But if the employer, say, is making a change to their entire workforce, then it could apply to STC participants.
Next, plan must be consistent with employer obligations under applicable federal and state laws.  That's pretty straightforward.  
And the last provision – the last dot point on this slide – is intended to provide states the flexibility to have other program requirements that are probably really good ideas but maybe weren't thought of when the federal definition was set up.  And so this allows states to have other provisions in their law that are approved by the secretary of Labor as being appropriate for an STC program.  
OK.  Lastly, I just want to I guess reiterate that states do have a lot of flexibility to customize their programs to meet their unique needs.  We are working hard to I guess – to enable states to have the most flexibility possible.  And we've already issued some guidance preapproving a whole slew of provisions that are under this flexible alternative and we're looking to do some more.  
The other thing I just want to remind states – going back to what Gay was mentioning about the permitted employer relief from benefit charging if the benefits are subject to federal reimbursement, that state law has to provide for it.  Generally speaking, states' laws never did have provisions like this in it because this type of situation was never foreseen.  
So whether you're an existing STC state that is looking to amend your law, or you're looking to have a brand-new STC law, if this is something you're interested in doing you need to have a provision in your law that would allow you to relieve these employers from the charges.  
And I just wanted to remind everybody that while the reimbursement is now less than 100 percent, states still can relieve employers from charges for the amount that actually is reimbursed.  So if it's about 90 percent that's being reimbursed, then about 90 percent of the benefit charges can still be I guess non-charged to the employer.  So I just wanted to make sure that was clear to everybody.  
OK.  We have already issued a lot of guidance and it is posted on our STC website.  We're working on more and we will share it with the world once it's available.  Just a reminder, this 2014 legislative session in states is the last chance for states to enact laws that could make then eligible to receive an STC grant.  Because remember, the deadline to apply for a grant is December of 2014.  
And we want to help you succeed.  We want you to have these resources available.  It is a unique and unprecedented opportunity to get some money to help start up a new STC program or to help states maybe improve existing STC programs and we don't want anyone to lose out.  
And so we have staff both in our operations unit and in the legislative unit that is available and is really anxiously hopeful to provide assistance to you, to customize technical assistance to help you modify or establish new STC programs, help you with operational issues, legal issues, anything that you need to get your program up and running and to be successful.  
OK.  That's all I have to share with you now.  I do welcome any questions or comments you may have at the end.  And now I'd like to turn it over to Lidia, who's going to walk through some of the key points of our website.  
LIDIA FIORE:  Thanks, Suzanne.  As Gay mentioned, U.S. DOL developed the STC technical assistance website to assist states implementing a new STC program or expanding upon an existing one.  And we also created this site to expand STC awareness.
So there's a great deal of information on the website for champions of the STC program to find helpful.  Throughout the website we provide information about the STC program and its benefits to both workers and employers.  The website also has model legislative language so that states can enact STC laws that conform to the new federal requirements which Suzanne just reviewed.
When we were developing this website, we interviewed nine states that currently have STC programs and we share the states' invaluable insight, experience and recommendations for operating an STC program.  We also recognize that promoting the STC program is critical to the program's success, so the website has tools and outreach strategies to engage businesses.  
And as Gay explained, states now have the opportunity to take advantage of the federal funding available to get a strong STC program up and running, and to help employers and workers in the state.  And you can access information about the federal funding on the website as well.  
The website also provides many more tools and resources to help support the operation of an STC program.  
Welcome to the home page of the STC technical assistance website.  Before I take a closer look at the icons on this page, I want to bring your attention to the tabs to the right of the home tab which will take you to the other pages on this website.  
So if you're interested in learning more about the model legislative language or federal funding which we've discussed, you can find that information on the "STC guidance and model legislation" page.  And we'll take a closer look at that page in a later slide.  
If you're interested in learning more about the steps and processes involved in implementing a state STC program, you can find that information on the "developing a state STC program" page.  And if you're interested in finding tools and strategies to launch an effective employer outreach campaign, you can access that information under the "business outreach toolkit page."
We also provide more resources.  And on our "more resources" page we can link you to other resources such as links to state's websites, to STC research and reports, and to articles about the STC program.  
Now I want to bring your attention to the middle of the home page, where we have more resources.  You can view the video we just watched of Secretary Perez explaining the STC program.  And in the section titled "what is short-time compensation" we provide a narrated PowerPoint presentation that explains the STC program and its benefits, the federal funding available, the federal requirements, and the tools and resources found on this website.  
We also have a video titled "State STC Programs Work," and we'll take a closer look at that in the next slide.  And since we don't want anyone to miss out on the opportunity of learning more about the federal funding available, we make it very easy to access this information from the home page by clicking on "federal funding available to states."
And as I mentioned earlier, promoting the STC program is critical to the program's success.  So you can also access from the home page tools to promote the program.  And the last section, "Learn From Your Peers," here is where we share the state strategies and recommendations to help states implement or improve an STC program.  
We also felt it was important to hear about the STC program benefits directly from states and from those who have used the program.  So we invite you to take a look at the video titled "State STC Programs Work" and hear about those success stories and how the program has helped both employers and workers during the difficult economic downturn.
On the "STC Guidance and Model Legislation" page, we also walk through the information regarding the federal funding available to reimburse states for the STC benefits paid.  There are many dates and requirements to be mindful of and the information does differ depending on when your state enacted an STC program.  
to assist you in understanding how your state can receive the benefits, we present the information in a manner that's pretty easy to follow.  All you need to know is when – if your state was operating an STC program on February 22nd, 2012; and the information that you need to know is then provided.  
And as Gay mentioned, grant funding is available to states to implement or improve an STC program, and to promote the program and enroll employers.  So you can also find information about the grant funding under the "STC Guidance and Model Legislation" page.  And if you are interested in learning how much grant funding is available to your state, just click on the yellow bar and you'll see a map.  Scroll over the state to see the amount provided.  
There are many more resources available on this website and we encourage you to visit the site and take a closer look at the tools and strategies and information provided.  
In addition to developing this website, U.S. DOL is providing other technical assistance to states to support the operation of STC programs.  I'll turn this over to Gay to tell you a little bit more about the assistance we are providing.  
MS. GILBERT:  So I mentioned earlier that we want to do just about anything that a state needs to be able to enact legislation and to implement an STC program.  Obviously, the website is a big piece of our technical assistance, but Suzanne and her team are available to actually work one-on-one with states as they're crafting legislation.  They're happy to review draft legislation, to – and provide comments to make sure that the legislation meets the federal requirements.  So again, we're anxious to do just about anything that we can to support states.
And again, we're reaching out to this broader stakeholder audience today.  I think we think it's very important that in order to get momentum in a state to get to an STC program, it does require that businesses need to understand the benefits for them, workers need to understand the benefits to them, and obviously states also need to buy in.  And so having sort of consensus among all the key stakeholders is very important.  
And so we, again, are looking for champions wherever – and even if you're a stakeholder and not a state agency ready to do the drafting of a – if you're a state legislator, if you're a business champion and you're a member of the manufacturing organization in your – or your chamber in your state, if you want assistance from us in helping to make a case for short-time compensation we're happy to help that as well.
I do want to – we had clearly ulterior motives in doing this webinar to – I think we are, as I said, looking for new champions.  So ways that you can help as stakeholders.  Again, go to the website, learn more about the program.  We really are glad you're here listening today.  
Reach out to your state's UI agency.  Most state workforce agencies that operate the unemployment insurance program work pretty closely with their legislatures in leading up to a legislative session to start to prepare a legislative agenda.  Letting your state's UI agency know that you're interested in the program is key, as well as your legislature.  
Talk to your peers and reach out to other stakeholders.  So we encourage business – while employer organizations and worker advocate organizations don't always agree on everything, in this case because it's such a win-win program we think this is an area where collaboration can be powerful.  So encourage you to talk to each other.  
And then be a personal champion in your state.  This is one of the things that I think is really important.  And I think we may have some state legislators on the call today.  I think it's really important for them to really understand that there's clearly groups of people out there in their state that are going to clearly benefit if such a program is implemented.  And hearing that personally from people in your state is just really critical.  
So mostly we're encouraging you to learn about the program, get involved and be an advocate.  
So with that, I think we may be ready to move on to our state presentations.  And they're really the most – one of the most important parts of this webinar.  So I'm going to turn things over to Steve Geskey to talk about Michigan's experience.  
STEPHEN GESKEY:  Thank you, Gay.  Again, Stephen Geskey; I'm with the state of Michigan.  And Michigan recently enacted workshare or short-time compensation legislation and I appreciate this opportunity to talk with folks about the manner and process in order to do so.
And I'm going to go backwards a little bit.  I just have a one-page slide that all of you can view, but I'm going to go backwards a little bit because I really think the strategic look and the public policy behind this are really the bases – at least in Michigan – for which we garnered significant stakeholder support and of course executive support.  
And that stated, the governor, Rick Snyder, was supportive of this at the outset.  And so that certainly facilitated Michigan's capacity to get this passed fairly quickly.  
But in the strategic look, selling it – I mean, is really in a lot of ways very simple because it is voluntary.  I mean, no one's required to participate in this process if they don't want to.  And I think one of the benefits of this program is that it puts the employer largely in control.  And by that I mean is that, A, it's voluntary.  You determine whether or not this is an appropriate time, place to reduce staff time without having to lay folks off.  
And also, the element of control in determining specific aspects of your organization in order to do this, because it's by a unit basis.  It does not have to be throughout the entire organization – or at least, under Michigan's law, throughout the entire organization – but rather, an employer can make the strategic decision to isolate these things in particular units.  And so in that way it gives the employer control.  
The second aspect of employer control is that an employer does not have control when they lay folks off.  You don't know how long that person will be laid off and you do not know – and so you may incur benefit charges from the day of layoff for, in most states, 26 weeks.  In contrast, with workshare you define the start and end dates.  And so that's a pretty powerful tool.
And the other part of strategic – of selling it is that it retains tacit knowledge.  And so we've heard that again and again about how you get to retain your highly-skilled workforce.  But at the end of the day, the risk of laying folks off is that you lose that tacit knowledge, that potentially year-long learning curve for folks to become experts in whatever jobs or functions they operated within your organization, by maybe cutting down some hours but supplementing that through the workshare type of plan.  
So at least in Michigan, anyway, a lot of those kind of points really resonated with the stakeholders on both sides of the aisle, and labor and employer groups alike.
Regarding the public policy, we've heard a little bit of talk about some of the federal requirements for the legislation.  And that's a pretty easy part.  There's nine components; we talked about that and I'm not going to talk much more about that.  
But one thing that Michigan has I think a particular experience on is that we looked outside the box a little, so to speak, and really tried to say, this is appealing to us but it needs to fit within the circumstances of the state of Michigan.  So we proposed and requested approval for a number of state-specific provisions that we felt were necessary to fulfill the broader public policy of the state of Michigan.  And those were approved and those are now in our statute.  
So in Michigan, for example, we have a threshold eligibility process to determine whether or not an employer's eligible to participate in this.  And then if so, then they go through the full-blown application process, which is really what the federal conformity stuff addresses.  Not all states seem to do it that way, but in the state of Michigan during these times and coming out of this great recession, we thought that was probably the most prudent and fiscally responsible way to approach this.  
And again, kind of going back to the other points – I mean, with the voluntariness, the employer being in control, the retention of tacit knowledge and being able to tailor the program to the specific state's needs – it really kind of sold itself, folks.  If I remember correctly, the bills – we had to do two bills on this and they passed I want to say unanimously in both houses.  And obviously, as I mentioned earlier, the governor was in support of these.  So it was really pretty easy-peasy, at least in this state, to do so.  
And so to the extent that some of the folks on this call are – your curiosity is getting piqued and want to explore this further, I'd really kind of encourage you to kind of take the following approach.  One is to get a pretty thorough understanding of what the federal requirements are.  And again, I mentioned there's nine and we've talked about them here and there's all kinds of different resources out there about what that is.  
And then from there, try to talk with the folks in your state unemployment insurance agency and other stakeholders and identify what types of concerns your individual states may have, if there are any concerns about this type of program.  
And to the extent that there are, my guess – or at least, I should say, at least in Michigan's experience – we were able to request and obtain approval for state-specific provisions that we built into our statute that alleviated those type of concerns.  And obviously the net benefit is that we were able to sail these through the legislature and have them signed by the governor fairly quickly.  
In kind of going back up in terms of the programmatic implementing it part, Michigan, unlike most states, was in a very fortunate situation in a way, that we were in the process of redoing our computer system.  And so we were largely able to automate almost all of these functions.  And it is my understanding that in some states that this is a fairly time-consuming and human resource-intensive process.  
So in Michigan it's not that case because we've just had a convergence of events of this type of legislation going through in conjunction with the development of our new computer system that we were able to largely automate the process.  
And I think the other – another selling point – I'm starting to skip around a little bit – is that I think the success of the program, particularly in the state of Washington's experiences, is extraordinarily telling.  That the voluntary nature of the program and all these other selling points that I referenced earlier, if it was not successful, an employer's not going to come back.  But at least in the state of Washington's experience, that certainly is not the case.  Actually, the contrary appears true by virtue of their data.
In Michigan we're still a little too early to give that crystal ball prediction, so to speak.  But if we did our homework right and we're looking at the right public policy triggers and all these other types of benefits for not only the employers, the workers and also the larger state public policy as a whole, I think we're in pretty good shape.  
And I think one of the greatest larger public policy benefits of a program like this is perhaps not today or tomorrow but really once we're on the verge of, heaven forbid, the next recession.  In that way, we'll have this program in, employers will be familiar with it and I would fully anticipate, at least in this state, that this – there will be a rather popular program when the next cycle continues.  
And so with that, I will take questions at the end.  And I'm going to turn it back over to Ms.  Gilbert.  
MS. GILBERT:  Thanks, Steve.  Appreciate that.  And now we will turn to Rhode Island and Kathy Catanzaro.  
Before I turn it over, we had originally had a Rhode Island employer scheduled to present with Kathy.  Unfortunately, as – for any of the businesses who are on the line know, there can be certain crises in your business that need to be taken care of.  And that occurred here and so we needed to let this presenter go take care of business at home.  So we did have a chance for Kathy to interact with him and I think she's going to be able to present some of the point of view from this about employer's experience with STC.  
So Kathy, I'm going to turn it to you.
KATHY CATANZARO:  Thanks so much, Gay.  I appreciate being invited to speak today.  I just want to say first of all, workshare in Rhode Island has been the most important tool we've had in our toolbox to assist employers during this most recent economic downturn.  
But over the course of time, since 1992 when we first implemented the workshare program, I'm going to try to show you how workshare is directly tied to the economy and to any recessionary periods that Rhode Island has experienced.  We're going to show you how there's a definite uptick in participation in workshare during our economic downturns.  
In speaking of downturns, workshare for us in Rhode Island has been a little bit of a challenge during this most recessionary period.  We had significant and incredible increases in workload and volume of claims.  So I'm going to just describe a little bit about challenge with staffing assignments and otherwise in getting the job done in the workshare unit for our Rhode Island employers and employees.  
I'm going to talk a little bit about the amendments that Rhode Island had to make to our legislation in order to conform for the Middle Class Tax Relief and Jobs Creation Act.  We are currently receiving 100 percent federal reimbursement for our STC or/ workshare in Rhode Island benefits.  And so I'll talk a little bit about how we're getting into conformance with Middle Class Tax Relief and Jobs Creation Act.  
And then I want to talk lastly about our modernization project here in Rhode Island.  We're in a consortium with Mississippi and Maine and we're very excited about some of the steps that we're hoping to take to get the workshare program automated so that it's user-friendly for employers and for our staff here.  
So getting started, I want to say first of all during the worst point of the economic downturn most recently, the workshare usage in 2009 skyrocketed for Rhode Island.  Six hundred and twelve employers may not sound like a lot of employers to a state like Washington, but in Rhode Island 612 employers participating in the workshare program was about six times what we had in, say, 2005, 2006.  So we had to scramble to try to get staff into the unit to meet the demand.  
At that time, usage of the program sector-wise, manufacturing definitely.  Rhode Island was historically a high manufacturing state, jewelry industry and otherwise.  And so manufacturing represented about 54 percent of the employers using the program back in 2009, of those 612 employers.  A very far second was construction at about 9 percent of the employers using the program.  And then immediately following that for a third was wholesale trade at about 8 percent.  
So that's just a little picture of who was using the program and who was kind of hurt most during the 2008 to 2013 period in Rhode Island.  
So then we're looking at workshare initial claims.  I could go back to 2001 for this data.  We had in 2001 an unemployment rate of about 4.5 (percent) and we were paying – we paid out about – we started with 10,803 initial claims on workshare.  That represents about 11 percent of the total initial claims in 2001.  
But if you move down throughout the years, it goes down to a low of about 5 percent workshare claims as opposed to total claims in 2004.  
As we move ahead and get to the recession period around 2008, workshare represented about 11 percent of the total initial claims.  In 2009, workshare represented 24 percent of the total initial claims in Rhode Island.  
So I mean, you can see easily how closely workshare is tied to a recessionary period.  It's an important indicator of what the economy and the workforce and the work environment is out in the industry in Rhode Island.  
Number of payments.  You'll see it ties exactly to the initial claims.  We move ahead to the total dollars paid, same exact pattern.  We're looking at in 2001 – workshare represented about 2 percent of the total dollars paid for 2001.  When we get down to – and it remains about 1 (percent) to 2 percent all the way from 2001 through 2007.  
Two thousand eight it goes up to about 2 percent of the total dollars paid, and then in 2009 skyrockets to 5 percent of total dollars paid in unemployment insurance.  So again, definite indicator of what's happening economically and unemployment rate-wise and definitely, definitely an indicator.
One of the most important indicators for workshare and one of the most important things that workshare does, is avert layoffs.  I was very lucky to get data on workshare layoffs averted back to 1992.  
So just to show how important this is, in 1992 we had just gotten through a very short recession, from July 1990 through March 1991.  The unemployment rate at that time was up around 9 percent, which is why I think Rhode Island decided to implement a workshare program.  It was a good time.  We passed our legislation in 1991 and started implementing in 1992.  And so you see it go across.  
In 2001 we averted almost 4,000 layoffs by use of the workshare program.  And so a very important tool back in 2001 when we were talking about the recession around 9/11.  We move forward, things get a little bit more normal in the workshare unit and in the work environment in Rhode Island.  
We get up to 2008, the number of layoffs averted doubles from 2007 to 2008.  2007, we had 1,472 layoffs averted.  2008, that jumps to 2,934 layoffs averted.  Well, in 2009 the number skyrockets to 6,618.  So that means we've saved 6,618 jobs in the worst part of the recession just by using the workshare program.  And this is what is so important to Rhode Island's work environment, so important to Rhode Island employers.  This is what the workshare program is all about.  
When we look at the numbers of employers participating, I could only go back to 2007; that's where we had figures back to available right away.  But we had 180 employers participating in 2007.  Prior to that, in about 2005, 2006, we were running around a little over a hundred employers participating.  
So as you can see, from 2007 to 2009 the program skyrocketed again.  Six hundred and twelve employers may not sound like a lot; again, for Rhode Island that's a significant number and very difficult for us to administer.  Somehow we made it through and thankfully our employers were very happy with the program.  And we helped a lot of employers make it through that very difficult time, the worst part of the economic downturn.  
So during that most difficult time when we had the 612 employers participating, we only had, at the very beginning of the period, two staff working in the workshare program – and a supervisor, of course.  We had to quickly, as the numbers were climbing, add staff to the unit.  At the same time that we were trying to add staff to the unit, we had claims volumes in other areas in UI that also needed as much attention.  It was just such a drastic and quick increase in employer participation.  
We were able to assign five people at any given time to the workshare program.  Even with five people, for Rhode Island, it was difficult to manage.  You know, we had new employers coming onto the program during very difficult times and so they required a lot of support from the staff and the supervisor in the unit.  
So we were spending a lot of time assisting employers with completing the applications, contacting employers to let them know what sort of little issues there might be with the applications, and could we help them to try to resolve those issues.  We were trying to be as flexible as we could to try to meet the demand.  It was a very different picture for employers in 2008, 2009 then it was two years before.  
So in addition to those staffing types of issues, we also had so many employers on the program we wanted to make sure that all of the employers were using the program in the manner that it was meant.  And so everyone was working the reduced hours that they said they were going to work, they were properly reporting the hours, and that they were administering the program according to the plan that they submitted and that was approved for that company.
MS. GILBERT:  Kathy?
MS. CATANZARO:  Yes? 
MS. GILBERT:  This is Gay.  I just want to be kind of mindful of time because we want to be sure our audience has a chance to do some questions.  
MS. CATANZARO:  Sure.  I'm coming up on the end.  
MS. GILBERT:  OK.  We also want to be able to hear from you the discussion you had with your employer particularly.  So –
MS. CATANZARO:  OK.  
MS. GILBERT:  – (inaudible).  Thanks.  
MS. CATANZARO:  Thanks.  So Rhode Island also needed to make some conforming amendments in order to meet the requirements of middle class tax relief.  Some of the amendments that we made were prior to the legislation.  
We required a 30-hour minimum; we had to strike that.  Now even part-time employees can participate.  We did not, prior to the legislation, allow public employers – such as municipalities – to participate; that's no longer the case.  We specified in the law that it had to be in lieu of temporary layoffs; we had our law amended to strike also temporary and so it can be permanent layoffs that workshare averts.  
As far as the fringe benefits were concerned, we amended the law with regard to fringe.  Suzanne described what the requirement is for fringe benefits, so I won't go into that specifically.  Gay went over that it does not cover temporary, seasonal or intermittent employees; we amended our law to comply with that.  
We also added some sections to require the employer to give notice to the employees, whenever feasible, of participation in the workshare program.  Also, Suzanne covered the part about employers' obligations to federal and state law.  We also added language to allow us to non-charge the workshare employer for workshare benefits while federal reimbursement is at 100 percent for STC benefits.  And we also amended to allow for training, whether it's employer-sponsored or WIA – Workforce Investment Act.
Our new system will allow for – it's going to be a web-based system.  And so instead of paper going back and forth between the employer and the unit, employers will be able to apply online.  They'll use their tax self-service menu to apply for the workshare program here in Rhode Island.  
They will also submit their weekly certifications in order to get their employees paid workshare via the web.  So again, no more paper back and forth; much more quick process.  And the system will make automatic payments if all of the information that's submitted meets the requirement for an auto-pay.  
A new process will be that the claimant will also verify to the certification; that hadn't been the case in Rhode Island prior to this.  We'll be able to track modifications to the plan that are outside the allowable type of modification to a workshare plan from week to week.  We can create work items if the modifications are outside the allowable modifies.  
We'll be able to run reports in an ad hoc environment and be able to – when we're requested, to get data for the legislature or for reporting purposes or for the media; we'll be able to get them immediately in a real-time way.  
And so Gay mentioned that we had an employer that was going to speak with us today and, unfortunately, he had something come up.  But he was kind enough to answer some questions for us about his company's experience on the workshare program.  That company had participated again at the height of the most recent economic downturn.  His company was on from 2009 and into the first part of 2011.  
And so we had done a lot of marketing at that time to try to get employers to use the program and he heard about the program.  His office manager contacted us.  He had 11 employees participating at the time.  
He said that at the time – and this was a story from many employers at that point, especially in manufacturing – orders were very inconsistent and workshare allowed them to keep up with all of the orders that were coming in, when they did come in; but also allowed him to keep his employees on, his trained employees that he had made investment in.  
It allowed him to keep down the cost of hiring and training once the economy was back up to normal and his business was running at a – his orders were less inconsistent at that point.  He was getting more orders on a consistent basis.  
The most important thing that this employer found from the workshare program was that he got to keep his employees.  His employees felt safe during the time that many other people were being laid off, friends of theirs, losing their jobs.  These folks knew that they were going to keep the job through the long haul, through the tough time, and be able to see it through to the light at the end of the tunnel.  And that was what he was most thankful for as far as the workshare program.
They have been off the program since 2011 and they are one of the companies that made it through.  And manufacturing was tough here in Rhode Island and they made it out to the end.  And they're thriving at this point.  
So Gay, I think that's all I have to say for now.  Sorry I took up so much time, but I'll give it back to you.
MS. GILBERT:  Thanks, Kathy.  And thanks, Steve too.  I appreciate the opportunity to be able to hear from these states, Michigan coming on new to – and sort of talking a little bit about why and why it's important to Michigan.  And also Rhode Island, who clearly has been one of our star STC states, really had a great program throughout.  So thank you very much.  
I think now we'd like to move to see if there are questions from the audience.  We are happy to – we have a couple I think that have been put through the chat, but maybe we could get the instructions on how to do live questions.  And then we'll take – while we're waiting for that, we'll take a couple from the chat.  
MR. KEATING:  All right.  
OPERATOR:  Thank you.  
MR. KEATING:  Oh.  Go ahead, Giovanni.
OPERATOR:  The floor is now open for questions.  If you do have a question, please press *1 on your telephone keypad at this time.  Questions will be taken in the order they are received.  If at any time your question has been answered, you can remove yourself from the queue by pressing – (inaudible).  If you're using a speakerphone, we ask that while posing your question you pick up your handsets to provide favorable sound quality.  
Again, ladies and gentlemen, if you do have a question or comment, please press *1 on your telephone keypad at this time.  Please hold while we poll for questions.  
MS. SIMONETTA:  Hi everyone.  While we're waiting to see if anyone wants to orally give us their questions, we have a couple written ones.  And the first one I'm going to take.  
It says – I wish I could get it back up on the screen here for a moment.  It had to do with health insurance.  OK.  And the question had to do with implementation of the Affordable Care Act.  "If an employer is required by the Affordable Care Act to change the health insurance offer to employees, how would that affect the determination of whether the employer would be able to meet the requirements about reducing benefits during the term of the STC program?"  That's a really, really good question.  I'm so glad you asked that.  
And this gets to that little nuance that is – I think I mentioned, but if not I definitely want to state it now very clearly, because – whether it's because of the Affordable Care Act or for other reasons, an employer may be required to make changes or just need to make changes to the insurance – health insurance or retirement benefits that they're providing to their employees.  
The key here is that you can't single out the STC employees.  So if you're changing your insurance coverage for your entire workforce, then of course it would apply to your STC employees too.  And so that would not be an issue.  The issue would be if you were only singling out the STC employees and you were reducing their benefits.  That's the key term when you look at the federal law is that you can't single out the STC employees.  And that's mainly aimed at avoiding a reduction in their benefits.  
So to restate one more time, if an employer is changing health insurance benefits provided to all of their workers because of the Affordable Care Act, that would not put them in jeopardy of being able to participate in STC.  Thanks.  That was a great question.
MS. GILBERT:  Great.  Do we have any on the line yet? 
OPERATOR:  Yes, ma'am.  We have a question from Trevor Fitzgerald.
MS. GILBERT:  Great.  
Q:  Yes.  I'm in State Senator Heath Mello's office in Nebraska.  We've got pending legislation to adopt a short-term compensation program and I was wondering if either the folks from Rhode Island or maybe the folks in the Department of Labor might have some references of where we could look at some language for sections to allow non-charging of the short-term compensation benefits for the – during the federal reimbursement period.  
MS. SIMONETTA:  This is Suzanne.  I will start briefly in answering your question.  While we at the Department of Labor did provide model legislative language for the states to use when developing an STC program, we didn't include language on a non-charging provision.  And the reason we didn't include that was because every state's UI law, particularly their taxing provisions, are structured so differently.  We thought it would really be hard to establish a sample that would probably be meaningful for many states.  
But I know Kathy just said she included it in their law and I believe Steve said that they had theirs in Michigan.  And so if – I'm sure they would probably be happy to help you find it or if we can do it ourselves –
MS. GILBERT:  Yeah.  We can help try to broker finding some of that information.  But again, I think Suzanne's point is that you'll need to think about that in terms of the rest of the framework of your taxing structure.
Q:  OK.  Thank you very much.  
OPERATOR:  Thank you.  And there are no further phone questions at this time.  
MS. GILBERT:  OK.  I think there's a question here in the chat for Kathy.  Doesn't know we're in the – there it is.  "For states that have STC programs, is assistance available to employers to craft their STC plans for approval?"
MS. CATANZARO:  I can tell you from a Rhode Island perspective, we are always willing to work with employers during the application process.  We send out a packet of information to each employer that contacts us.  The application itself is pretty self-explanatory.  It's got all of the elements that are required to develop a workshare plan for each of those units that the employer wants to add to the workshare program here.  
We spend a lot of time talking with our new employers on the workshare program to try to help them to either design their units, how best to structure the units.  All you have to do in Rhode Island is give us a call; we'll either speak with you over the phone, have a conference call with you.  So outreach is always available and support is always available.
MS. GILBERT:  Yeah.  And this is Gay.  Let me just remind you that that's exactly what the grants are for also, is to help with developing outreach materials but actually doing the outreach to the employer community to support their ability to enroll in the program.  So hopefully that was responsive to the question.
Any other on the line?
OPERATOR:  Again, ladies and gentlemen, if you do have a question or comment please press *1 on your telephone keypad.
MR. GONZALEZ:  While we're waiting for people to queue up – (inaudible) – remind everybody that we are recording today's event.  We're going to be posting that recording to Workforce3One in approximately two business days, along with the written transcript of everything that was said over the phone.  Again, that'll be two business days.  So since today's Friday, it'll be up by close of business Tuesday or Wednesday morning at the latest.  
OPERATOR:  And we do appear to have a question from Doug Homes (sp).  
Q:  Hi.  I had a question from someone who asked whether the – it was permissible to limit – for a state to limit how often an employer could request approval for a plan, meaning once every two years, once every three years? Is that permissible to sort of avoid the possibility that there might be many – someone might want to do it every single year? That might put pressure on the unemployment trust fund.  
MS. SIMONETTA:  Hi, Doug.  It's Suzanne.  And that's a really good question.  And frankly, this is one of the areas that we're hoping to provide some more guidance on to the states.  
But I think conceptually this type of provision is, as we understand it, designed to really make sure that STC is used not to support an existing – or a new business model where, as you said, Doug, it might be repeatedly used in a systematic way, but it's doing what it's designed to do which is to avoid a layoff.  
And that is in line with the permission that we have for states to exclude seasonal, temporary or intermittent workers from participating in STC.  Because once again, that would more be a matter of supporting an existing business model and not responding to a change in the economic conditions that is necessitating this layoff.
One of the things we can share is that Wisconsin, which is one of the other states that has a new STC law, did request approval of a provision that is similar to that in that it set up some limitations for how frequently an employer can be – participate in a plan during a period of time.  And we did approve Wisconsin's provision.
But I cautiously refer you to that just because we know that there are many different ways such a provision could be crafted.  And so I don't want to imply at this point that there's carte blanche approval of a state doing any sort of restriction of this type.  But I can tell you that we've already had to think through this issue for one state and we were able to approve it.
MS. GILBERT:  And this issue that the program is for – to be only for avoiding of a layoff I think is the key here.  
MS. SIMONETTA:  So does that help, Doug? 
Q:  That's very helpful.  Thanks.  
MS. SIMONETTA:  Great.  
MS. GILBERT:  Any other questions?
OPERATOR:  No, ma'am.  There are no further questions.  
MS. GILBERT:  Well, on the off chance that we've exhausted our topic, at least for this afternoon, let me just say one more time that we are here and ready to work with any champions for STC out there in the states.  Obviously we want to support the state agencies but also the stakeholders who may be interested in it as well, and the state legislatures.  
So please feel free to call on us and we do have some contact information here.  And we've set up a special email address so you can send in your requests.  And we'll try to get back with you as quickly – absolutely as quickly as possible.  Again, this is one of our top priorities today.  
So one more check about questions here for a minute.  
OPERATOR:  And ladies and gentlemen, if you do have a question or comment please press *1 on your telephone keypad.
MS. GILBERT:  Well, I'm going to assume that we're going to – we're close to wrap up here.  Again, let me just thank everybody for participating today.  We greatly appreciate it.  We look forward to working with you and to seeing the short-time compensation program grow in more states.  So thanks very much.  
(END)
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