We Need Your Support
Save Our Souls: What Kind of Country Lets Its Jobless Go Hungry?
By Richard Bloomingdale, President, PA AFL-CIO
Buried beneath the debate over whether Congress should extend tax cuts to the wealthiest Americans is the need to maintain jobless benefits for 2 million unemployed Americans who will have their federal unemployment benefits cut off in coming days if Congress does not extend the program, which expired Tuesday.If Congress fails to reauthorize federal extensions, 133,065 jobless people right here in Pennsylvania will lose their critical lifeline this month, according to the National Employment Law Project. Think about not being able to pay for rent, heat or groceries for your family during the holidays. Ebenezer Scrooge is alive and well in the 21st century while the wealthy are lined up to receive an extension of tax breaks they don’t need.Since the unemployment insurance program was created in response to the Great Depression, Congress has never cut off federally funded jobless benefits when unemployment has been this high for this long — over 9 percent for 17 consecutive months. The earliest Congress ever started pulling back on benefits was when unemployment receded to a national level of 7.2 percent.Providing jobless benefits has been an accepted strategy in fighting recessions since the 1930s. They’re good for the economy because families receiving unemployment checks have no choice but to spend them on needed goods like rent and groceries, which props up the consumer spending the economy needs to recover.This influx of cash gets our communities moving again and encourages employers to hire. That’s a big deal in a business climate where businesses are recovering but still on the fence about bringing on new workers.In fact, close to 500,000 jobs would be saved or created by extending jobless benefits now, according to calculations by the Economic Policy Institute. And by preventing more people from falling into poverty and becoming dependent on government services such as Medicaid and food stamps, jobless benefits reduce government spending in the long run.Do unemployment benefits discourage the jobless from finding work as some leaders say? Hardly. In an economy with five unemployed people for every job opening, there just aren’t enough good jobs to go around. And the sad fact is that while jobless payments can spell the difference between making rent and living on the streets,nobody’s living high on them. They average far less than people can earn while working.Time is running out for Congress to take action before massive pain — and even homelessness — hits long-term job seekers. Our society and our government must not ignore our family members, friends and neighbors who are unemployed through no fault of their own.Yet the same lawmakers who want to pass tax cuts for people who make more than $250,000 per year want to cut off emergency unemployment benefits. Let’s get our priorities straight. Those who believe we can afford tax breaks for millionaires and billionaires should be among the first to support unemployment benefits for those who can’t find jobs in this economy.The message from members of Congress who say no to help for the jobless and yes to tax breaks for the wealthy is clear — drop dead if you’re out of work; you’re on our own!As the holidays approach, we should come together to help millions of jobless Americans get through the worst economy since the Great Depression. Struggling families depend on it, our communities deserve it.
