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TITLE:



Resolution calling upon the City of New York to maintain the wages of 3,500 Parks Opportunity Workers at $9.38 an hour, with benefits, instead of transferring them to a program with wages of only $7.95 an hour, and calling on the appropriate committee of the Council to hold hearings on the implementation of a welfare-to-work program in City agencies at a living wage, with benefits.

Oversight:  The Future of the Jobs Opportunity Program

Background

The Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio, will meet today to consider Res. No. 62.
Without jobs, New Yorkers relying on public assistance can’t make a successful transition from welfare to work.  And jobs – especially stable jobs with the pay and benefits needed to support a family – are distressingly harder to come by in New York these days.  The challenge is even greater for single parents struggling to provide both care and income to their children, especially when securing a good job means overcoming barriers such as inadequate education & training, domestic violence, or a disability.

Just as New Yorkers need jobs, New York City needs work.  Our parks must be kept clean and safe, our buildings secure and attractive, our services accessible and efficient.  Even before the attacks of September 11 made both these needs more acute than ever, the City Council launched a new initiative to answer these dual challenges with an integrated, innovative approach:  the Transitional Jobs Program, which was passed as Local Law 14 in Spring 2000.  Transitional jobs programs use federal welfare and job training funds to provide real, living-wage jobs to hard-to-employ individuals such as current or former recipients of public assistance and the long-term unemployed.  Creating these jobs in the public sector and in non-profit organizations means expanding the pool of workers to meet pressing community needs, while also providing these workers with the secure foothold in the world of work that’s essential before taking the next step into permanent, unsubsidized employment.

Despite the previous mayoral administration’s public opposition to the Transitional Jobs Program, opposition that necessitated a Council override of the mayor’s veto, we were gratified to learn that the previous administration ultimately saw the wisdom in the Council’s approach and began last year to quietly implement a program that incorporated many of its most significant features.  This program, apparently called the Job Opportunity Program, has placed thousands of individuals in public sector jobs with regular City job titles and full union protections.  In particular, over three thousand former welfare recipients have been hard at work cleaning and improving the City’s parks.

While we applaud the City’s conversion to the value of transitional jobs, there remain two key areas of concern that necessitate today’s hearing.  First, we are troubled by reports that the City’s jobs program has not always been administered in a way that makes it an effective means for placing participants in permanent employment.  In particular, many workers appear not to have received adequate case management services and the education and training needed to find work after the transition period.  We are especially troubled by the treatment of scores of workers in the Department of Transportation, whose promised year-long jobs were suddenly cut short with a mass layoff in January and who were consistently denied access to supportive services.

Second, we are concerned that the new administration, rather than building on one of the most promising welfare-to-work policies of Mayor Giuliani’s tenure, has shown signs of backing even further away from the key features of the Transitional Jobs Program mandated by law.  Although, with the notable exception of the DOT workers, most workers hired into the Jobs Opportunity Program are apparently being allowed to complete their year-long terms, there have been numerous indications that the administration plans to phase out that program as originally implemented and substitute a poor cousin using shorter-term, lower paid, unprotected jobs with for-profit temp agency contractors.

Two fundamental principles should govern any transitional jobs programs.

· First, workers providing valuable public services should be treated fairly and respectfully, with the same compensation and protections as comparable City workers.

· Second, the transitional job and related support services should be designed to place participants into secure, living-wage jobs after completion of the transitional period.

To live up to these principles, a jobs program should have the following features:

(1) Wages and benefits equal to those for other workers performing comparable work, and at least a living wage.

(2) Valuable public work in government agencies or not-for-profits in existing job categories. 

(3) A consistent program of education and/or training that, in combination with the job, provides the skills necessary to obtain employment appropriate to the individual’s needs and goals.

(4) A year’s tenure to provide the time and stability needed to acquire meaningful job skills and experience and to locate quality unsubsidized employment

(5) Consultation with the collective bargaining representative of other workers at the placement site, to ensure a smooth integration with the existing workforce and access to union benefits, as well as to avoid displacement of incumbent workers 

The Transitional Jobs Program meets all of these criteria and continues to provide a clear, flexible legal and policy framework for implementing a successful program.  With the primary exception of inadequate education & training, JOP also largely meets these criteria.  Unfortunately, there do not appear to have been any new placements in JOP since Fall 2001.  Instead, the City signed a contract with TempForce, a for-profit temp agency, to create “trainee” positions at $7.95/hr, up to $4 less than the union wages workers have been receiving through JOP.  The contract also claims that as “trainees,” these workers would not receive full labor law protections, in addition to not receiving the benefits of union membership.  Parts of the contract, recent public statements by senior HRA staff, and the Mayor’s budget proposal indicate that these temp jobs could be as short as six months.  Although the contract allows paid time off for training or job search, it is impossible to evaluate whether, in fact, valuable services will be provided, especially in light of the disappointing experience of many JOP workers.
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