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Chairperson Silverman, members of the Committee, thank you for the opportunity to testify. My 
name is Nikko Bilitza and I am an organizer with DC Jobs with Justice (DC JWJ). DC JWJ is a 
70 plus member coalition made up of labor, community, and faith-based organizations. 
Together, we are dedicated to protecting and advancing the rights of working people and 
supporting community struggles to build a more just society. We also convene the Just Pay 
Coalition, a coalition of organizations working together to end wage theft and hold DOES 
accountable to its obligation to workers and vulnerable communities. 
 
I would like to briefly raise four issues that we see as crucial to resolving in order to center the 
safety and wellbeing of DC’s workers as we reopen. As we experience the immediate and 
longer ranging effects of the pandemic, we recognize that DOES and other programs operated 
by DC government are critical to the stability of DC families. We must be ambitious and strategic 
when deciding who pays in this moment and who needs investment now more than ever.  
 
Access to Unemployment Insurance 
Unemployment benefits are a key component to ensuring the wellbeing of our communities 
during and after the pandemic and we must ensure that all workers can access it. Currently 
DOES only offers the online claims portal in English and Spanish. Furthermore the Pandemic 
Unemployment Assistance online claims portal is only available in English. To make matters 
worse, workers that can’t access UI or PUA due the lack of language access must attempt to 
apply for benefits on the phone, which in practice means waiting for hours or being unable to get 
through on clogged lines. The result of poor language access at DOES is fewer resources in the 
hands of DC's immigrant workers. DOES must take action to ensure UI is accessible to all 
communities. 
 
Misclassification 
Gig companies are hurting DC’s ability to recover from the crisis by not paying into any state-or 
federal-level UI program. These funds are needed to recoup the benefits paid during the 
pandemic and maintain a strong fund that can serve all workers in years to come. Gig 
companies like ride hailing giants Uber and Lyft must foot the bill for badly-needed benefits for 
their workers. As a first step we recommend that DC hold companies responsible for unpaid 
unemployment insurance taxes. States across the country, including both New Jersey (in 2019) 
and California (in 2020), have accordingly taken legal action to recoup the hundreds of millions 
of dollars in unpaid taxes. D.C. should take similar enforcement measures against companies 
that shirk basic tax obligations. To ensure DC has the full set of tools available to do so, DC 
should adopt the “ABC test” for all industries, the strongest mechanism to determine 



employment status. D.C.’s current “ABC test,” which helps to prevent workplace fraud, (Code § 
32–1331.04) only applies to the construction industry. By simply removing one line from this law 
that stipulates the application of the  test for only the construction services industry we can 
make clear that gig-based companies are employers. This change is needed so DC can 
continue to provide gig workers with UI benefits and more accurately calculate the benefits to 
which they are entitled. DC Jobs with Justice is currently working to identify data that would 
provide a more complete picture about the revenue DC is currently losing due to 
misclassification in the gig economy. 
 
Expanding sick days 
Recent federal legislation enacted paid sick days for many workers across the US. However 
these new rights are not extended to workers who work for employers with more than 500 
employees.  This is unacceptable. As we reopen the District we must ensure that all workers’ 
and their families’ health will be respected and protected. We call on the Mayor Bowser and the 
Council to pass local legislation to expand the right to 2 weeks of paid sick leave to cover 
workers who work for any size employer. Furthermore, we also call for large employers to take 
on the cost of paying for these basic safeguards. We also would like to see expanded 
enforcement of our pre-existing local sick leave law. Given the $500,000 of paid leave funds 
transferred to paid sick leave enforcement we ask the committee to require the agency to 
submit a work plan for review detailing how that money will be spent.  
 
Paid leave 
During a time of increased threats to workers’ health and wellbeing it is crucial that DOES move 
ahead with the full and on time implementation of paid family leave. We reject business 
lobbyists' calls for the delay or dismantling of the program.  DC can not safely reopen unless all 
workers have the ability to take time off to be cared for in the event of a serious illness like 
COVID-19.  
 
Public Employees 
The Mayor’s budget includes a number of wise choices for how to balance the budget. 
However, the decision to unilaterally “set aside” the Collective Bargaining Agreements of all 
public sector workers and eliminate cost of living increases is not one of them.  These workers 1

are implementing the programs DC residents critically need. The strategy of cutting public sector 
wages for the next four years is not a harmless one, it is one that has disproportionate racial 
impacts on DC workers. Black Americans and women disproportionately make up public 
employees nationwide and Black women in the public sector earned 25 percent more than 
Black women in the workforce as a whole. We encourage you to reconsider this strategy.  
 
Excluded workers 
The budget also fails to recognize that there are thousands in our city who continue to be cut off 
from financial assistance. DC must make cash assistance available to the tens of thousands of 

1 As described by Rashad Young at the Mayor’s press briefing regarding the budget 



immigrants and/or workers in the cash economy who have been locked out of UI because they 
can’t prove immigration status or previous income.  
 
Thank you for allowing me to testify today. I would be happy to answer any questions.  


