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Good morning, Chairperson Silverman, councilmembers, and staff of the Committee on 

Labor and Workforce Development. I am Dr. Unique Morris-Hughes, Director of the 

Department of Employment Services (DOES), and I am happy to provide an update on the 

District’s implementation of the Universal Paid Leave Act six months after its launch. 

Thanks to the vision and support of Mayor Muriel Bowser, Interim City Administrator 

Kevin Donahue, and the amazing team at DOES, implementation of Paid Family Leave (PFL) in 

Washington, DC has been a clear and resounding success. Even with this success, it is important 

to recognize that our city and the nation continue to experience unprecedented challenges posed 

by COVID-19 and the ongoing public health emergency. The Bowser Administration has 

worked diligently to address the pandemic’s impacts on the District’s businesses, workforce, and 

residents.  

During the past six months, PFL has been pivotal in the District’s comprehensive strategy 

to provide support to District workers needing to care for their family members and themselves 

throughout the current crisis. PFL works in concert with other public health and employment 

services, such as the Mayor’s Maternal and Infant Health Initiative and Thrive by Five DC, to 

help support District workers, early child development, and education.  

As I have previously testified, I like to refer to our DOES staff as economic first 

responders. Much like our Unemployment Compensation team, who continue to work around the 

clock to process an unprecedented number of new unemployment claims, the Office of Paid 

Family Leave team has worked tirelessly over the past year to deliver this new benefit at a 

critical time. Since the start of benefits administration on July 1, 2020, DOES has received more 

than 5,700 claims for PFL benefits.1 Our dedicated benefits claim examiners have been hard at 

 
1 All claims data provided is as of December 31, 2020. 



2 

 

 

work adjudicating claims for parental, family, and medical leave and have been delivering strong 

results for the District’s workforce. More than 90 percent of the adjudicated claims have been 

approved with over $20 million in benefits dispersed to District workers. In a testament to the 

team’s operational achievements, approximately 86 percent of claims were processed within 10 

days, and, on average, claimants received their first payment of benefits eight days after 

approval. Furthermore, our team of call center representatives has delivered excellent customer 

service in responding to inquiries from businesses and workers. Since July 1, 2020, we have 

received more than 22,000 calls to our PFL call center with an average wait time of just 15 

seconds.   

 As part of DOES’ commitment to customer service, the Office of Paid Family Leave 

launched a process to allow claimants denied PFL benefits an avenue to appeal the denial by 

requesting an internal DOES reconsideration of their claim. This is a quicker alternative to 

external proceedings through a hearing with the Office of Administrative Hearings (OAH). As a 

result, 101 of the 173, or approximately 60 percent, of the reconsideration requests received were 

ultimately approved for benefits after claimants provided additional documentation or 

clarification to support their PFL application. Relatedly, only five appeals have been filed with 

OAH, and two of those cases were resolved through DOES’ internal reconsideration process 

before a formal hearing with OAH occurred.      

Despite the unforeseen challenges associated with COVID-19, DOES executed a robust 

public education campaign to inform employers, workers, and medical communities about the 

PFL program. As an example, last fall, the District hosted a virtual DC-wide baby shower for 

new and expecting parents. In addition to events such as these, the Office of Paid Family Leave 

went even further in its education campaign. Not only did the Office recognize the importance of 

having access to PFL benefits across the diverse community of District workers, but it created 
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thoughtful, targeted outreach plans to engage areas and communities that, at least initially, had a 

lower volume of applications. For instance, we have partnered with social service organizations, 

small businesses, and low income housing providers to promote the program in different 

languages through diverse media. About 21 percent of PFL applications from District residents 

were from Wards 7 and 8. Further, approximately 31 percent of the PFL claims received have 

been from District workers earning less than $50,000 per year. As we look ahead to the 

continued recovery from COVID-19, the Office of Paid Family Leave hopes to participate in 

community events across all eight wards to ensure all eligible employees are aware of this 

important program.  

 Lastly, the Office of Paid Family Leave’s Tax Division has diligently continued its work 

to ensure an efficient and effective collection of PFL tax contributions in support of the benefits 

program.  For example, the Tax Division collected more than $70 million in employer taxes in 

Quarter 3 of calendar year 2020, the most recently completed quarter of collections. These 

results speak to the success of outreach and education efforts to District employers.  

I want to again thank the dedicated staff at DOES and our partners at the Office of 

Contracting and Procurement, DC Department of Human Resources, the Office of the Chief 

Technology Officer, the Department of Small and Local Business Development, the Office of 

the City Administrator, and the Executive Office of the Mayor who have contributed to the 

continued success of the Paid Leave program. Together, our agencies are delivering the District 

workforce the tools needed to support the city’s prosperity and growth.  

This concludes my formal testimony.  I am available to address your questions.  


