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The Department of Employment Services (DOES) submits the following written 

statement for the record for the public oversight roundtable on Unemployment Insurance 

Programs in the District during the COVID-19 Pandemic. As I mentioned in my September 

testimony, the District has seen a momentous increase in unemployment claims since the 

beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. In a typical year, we receive 30,000 to 40,000 claims. 

Since March 13, 2020, we have received over 159,000 claims, an increase of over 354% in a 

matter of months.1 In that time, the District has paid over $1.1 billion in UI benefits, while 

administering six different benefit programs. Our staff are working day and night as economic 

first responders to provide eligible claimants with benefits as quickly as possible. 

Along with this significant increase of claims, the new federal laws addressing the 

unprecedented impacts of COVID-19 have created an alphabet soup of new programs and 

constantly evolving guidance. The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, & Economic Security, or CARES 

Act, included three new programs to assist unemployed Americans: (1) the Pandemic 

Unemployment Assistance Program (PUA); (2) Pandemic Emergency Unemployment 

Compensation (PEUC); and (3) the Federal Pandemic Unemployment Compensation (FPUC). 

The first two of these programs, PUA and PEUC, necessitated the development of completely 

new applications and all three required significant upgrades and changes to our benefit system. 

In addition, the Trump Administration rolled out another program, Lost Wage Assistance, in 

August to provide eligible claimants with an additional $300 in benefits for six weeks.  

While these new programs provide significant benefits to our District claimants, they are 

fully federally funded and, as a result, require compliance with federal guidance. The DOES 

team knows that some of this guidance seems confusing and contradictory. As a result, we 

 
1 Data is current as of December 2, 2020. 
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provide comprehensive guidance both on our main DOES website and on the DC Networks 

page. In addition, we have instituted daily unemployment webinars with a live question and 

answer period, so that claimants can ask our staff questions directly. Claimants can register for 

these webinars under the unemployment tab of the DC Networks page. Additionally, our team 

regularly sends out a UI newsletter to all claimants that provides guidance on common issues and 

topics as well as program updates. 

One area of confusion has centered around the federal requirements related to the PEUC 

program. U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) guidance provides that states may not automatically 

enroll current UI claimants into the PEUC program. Under the DOL’s Employment and Training 

Administration’s Unemployment Insurance Program Letter (UIPL) 17-20, dated May 13, 2020, 

claimants are required to file an application. One reason for this requirement is that a state must 

determine a claimant’s eligibility before providing PEUC benefits. In particular, the District must 

determine that a claimant is not eligible for traditional unemployment benefits in the District or 

another jurisdiction. Recently, the benefit year and base period have changed since the beginning 

of the public health emergency, making some individuals eligible for traditional UI benefits in 

another jurisdiction, such as Maryland or Virginia. In those cases, the claimant must apply for 

traditional UI benefits and is not eligible for PEUC or Extended Benefits (EB), here in the 

District. Since a new application is necessary, we have been working to ensure that residents are 

aware of the requirement. Specifically, DOES provides information about the PEUC program 

and instructions for the application on its website and through social media. Our team has also 

sent emails to claimants informing them that their benefits have expired and that they may be 

eligible for PEUC benefits and should file a new claim. 
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Since the implementation of the new CARES Act program, we have also begun the EB 

program as a result of the high rate of unemployment in the District as determined by DOL. The 

EB program provides an additional 13 weeks of payments after claimants have exhausted both 

their traditional unemployment and the 13 weeks of PEUC benefits. Extended benefits are only 

available to claimants with a benefit year ending date after May 24, 2020. Our team also worked 

with the Committee to amend the District’s unemployment law to allow even more benefit weeks 

for eligible claimants during a declared “high unemployment period,” or HUP. As a result of 

these changes, the District triggered its HUP on November 16, 2020. The HUP benefits are 

effective as of July 5, 2020 and add seven additional weeks to EB and PUA claims.  EB claims 

are now eligible for a maximum of 20 weeks of benefits during the high unemployment period. 

PUA claims are eligible for a maximum of 46 weeks of benefits through December 26, 2020, 

under current legislation. It is important for us to note that payments will be made retroactively 

to those claimants who are eligible and have yet to receive all eligible payments as of December 

26, 2020. 

As part of our commitment to ensuring that we are maximizing the available benefits for 

District claimants, our team is working hard to provide back payments to PUA applicants as 

quickly as possible. While 76% of the weekly PUA claims have been paid within 21 days, we are 

working to improve the percentage with the new PUA team hires we have made and additional 

contract support. Similarly, DOES staff have been tackling the weekly benefit amount 

reconsideration and back week benefits requests. As with the extended weeks, PUA back 

payments will also be provided retroactively to eligible claimants who have not received their 

payments by December 31, 2020.  
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In addition, on Monday, December 7, 2020, Mayor Bowser announced a one-time 

stimulus payment of $1,200 for District residents currently receiving PUA. We are aiming to 

provide these payments, which will be paid using the District’s CARES Act funds, beginning 

December 15 and will continue through December 30, if necessary. We expect that 

approximately 20,000 people will be able to receive this stimulus check. To be eligible for this 

stimulus, claimants: 

• Must be a DC resident  

• Must be eligible for PUA as of November 30; meaning, the claimant was not eligible for 

or receiving traditional unemployment insurance; and 

• Must have filed for PUA as of November 30. 

The District is providing this benefit to PUA recipients and not traditional UI recipients because, 

unlike traditional UI, the PUA program is federal and is expected to end at the end of the year. 

In addition to the new CARES Act programs and the new stimulus, DOES worked with 

this Committee and DOL to operationalize our Shared Work Program in conformity with federal 

requirements. As with any new program, there have been some growing pains, particularly as we 

work to match backdated start dates and assist employers with the program requirements. Since 

DOES began accepting applications, we have received 81 Shared Work applications. Of those, 

57 applications have been approved and 24 applications have been denied. Shared work 

employers and employees represent a variety of industries, including restaurants, beauty salons, 

unions, civic associations, and medical offices. Thus far, we have paid out over $2,578,409 in 

benefits to 676 employees.  

Currently, the Shared Work Program benefits are fully federally funded, rather than 

relying on the unemployment trust fund or employer contributions. Unfortunately, as of 
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December 9, this federal funding is set to come to an end on December 31, 2020. After that date, 

however, program participation will still not impact rated employers during the declared public 

health emergency, but reimbursing employers will be charged and required to pay back, dollar 

for dollar, any Shared Work Program benefits issued to their employees. Even with the potential 

costs, the Shared Work Program is still a vital tool for District businesses and DOES encourages 

eligible employers to consider the Shared Work Program to keep their staff connected to 

employment and to avoid layoffs or furloughs. 

As I have frequently told this Committee, and almost anyone else with whom I have had 

the pleasure of speaking, I lead an extraordinary team. I would be remiss if I did not take a 

moment to note the hard work of our unemployment division. Most of our staff continue to work 

10 to 14-hour days, seven days a week to review claims, clear issues, and adjudicate information 

until the minute that the unemployment system shuts down each night. Notably, many members 

of our unemployment division and our call center workers never worked remotely and have even 

worked many holidays throughout the pandemic. 

We understand the pain and frustration of our District workers and are working as hard as 

we can to resolve every claim quickly and expeditiously. I am personally committed to doing 

everything in my power to ensure that all eligible claims are paid. I am also extremely grateful 

for the work of all Department of Employment Services staff, who come to work determined to 

assist as many District claimants, residents, and businesses as possible each day. This concludes 

my testimony. 


