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ÅThe Human Rights Project (HRP) works to improve 
the lives of people living in poverty with a particular 
focus on women and people of color. 

 

Å We do this by monitoring and advocating for 
government compliance with universal human 
rights standards particularly economic and social 
rights. 
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The Human Rights Project Webinar Series 

The Human Right to Paid Sick Leave:  
How the human rights framework can advance  

campaigns for economic justice in the U.S. 
 

Speakers: 
Å Sherry Leiwant , Co-President 

A Better Balance: The Work and Family Legal Center 

Å Virgilio Aran, Lead Organizer 
Restaurant Opportunities Center of New York 

Å Alexander Saingchin, Policy and Research Coordinator 
Human Rights Project at the Urban Justice Center 
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Human rights are the basic rights that we are all entitled to by virtue 
of being human. 
 

Human rights include:  
ÅCivil 
ÅPolitical 
ÅCultural 
ÅSocial 
ÅEconomic 
ÅDevelopment 
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The Human Right to Decent Work is recognized 
by human rights law. 

 

Human rights offers us a clear and universally 
recognized framework based in international 
law for what protections in the work place 
should look like. 
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THE HEALTH OF EVERYONE SUFFERS  
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 Co-workers and customers:  Sick workers spread illness  

 

  Over ½ of food borne illness outbreaks in US occur in restaurants* 

 

  Over 1/3 of flu cases are transmitted in schools and workplaces* 

 

 {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΥ  ²ƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎǘŀȅ ƘƻƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƛŎƪ ƪƛŘǎΣ ǇƛŎƪ ǘƘŜƳ ǳǇ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 
nurse calls, get immunizations 

 

 ¢ƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΥ  ²ƻǊƪŜǊǎ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŘƻŎǘƻǊΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŀŎǳǘŜ ƻǊ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǊŜΣ ŜƴŘ ǳǇ ǎƛŎƪŜǊ ƭƻƴƎŜǊΣ 
with higher ER and hospital bills; sick workers driving and operating heavy equipment risk accidents 
  

 

 

THE PROBLEM  

*Source:  Health Impact Assessment of the California Healthy Families, Healthy Workplaces Act, Summary of Findings, July 30, 2008 
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 In one Michigan restaurant without paid sick days, a worker infected over 500 customers with norovirus 
(stomach flu) in 2006.* 

 

 In Hicksville, Long Island, a kitchen worker at Mama {ōŀǊǊƻΩǎ pizzeria contracted typhoid fever, putting 
over 100 customers at risk. (3/24/08 A.P.) 

 

 άL ǿŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ IŜŀƭǘƘ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǇŜŎǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΦ hƴŜ ώǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ǿƻǊƪŜŘϐ ΧƘŀŘ ŀ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀŘǳƭǘ 
ŎƘƛŎƪŜƴ ǇƻȄΦέ  

    - former NYC waitress, focus group 

      Jan. 2008 Report by Scott Stringer and A Better Balance 

 

 NYS study found that the risk of respiratory and gastrointestinal disease outbreaks is significantly lower in 
nursing homes with paid sick day policies. (Li, et. al., 1996)*  

  

THE PROBLEM  

*Source:  Health Impact Assessment of the California Healthy Families, Healthy Workplaces Act, Summary of Findings, July 30, 2008 
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 US:    

Å Nearly 40 million Americans DO NOT  have a single day of paid sick time 

Å ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ оу҈ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{Φ  

Å 81% of low income workers in the U.S. have no paid sick time  

 

  Source:  BLS National Compensation Survey, March 2010 

 

 NYC: Almost half (48%) of working New Yorkers have no paid sick leave; 

  an estimated 1.65 million workers   

  (Source:  Unheard Third Survey, 2009, Lake Research for CSS and ABB, survey of NYC residents) 

 

  According to BLS data for private sector workers in NY metro area  

 

  63% of workers in bottom wage quartile lack sick leave 

  16% of workers in top wage quartile lack sick leave 

 

  Source:  BLS National Compensation Survey, March 2008, Unpublished data, establishment survey 
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THEY RISK JOB LOSS 

 
 

 άL Ƨǳǎǘ ƘŀŘ ŀ ώŎŀǎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀƴ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜϐ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƘǳǊǘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ŎŀƳŜ ƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŘƻŎǘƻǊΩǎ 
ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻǳǘ ŦƻǊ ǘǿƻ ǿŜŜƪǎ Φ Φ  Φ ¢ƘŜ ŎƘŜŦ ǘƻƭŘ ƘƛƳΣ ΨCƛƴŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ 
ǎǳǎǇŜƴŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƳƻƴǘƘΦΩέ 

     - NYC Restaurant worker in focus group* 

 

 άL ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŦƻǳǊ Řŀȅǎ ώƻŦŦ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜϐ L ƘŀŘ ōǊƻƴŎƘƛǘƛǎ ŀƴŘ L ƭƻǎǘ Ƴȅ ƎƻƻŘ ǎƘƛŦǘǎΦ Φ Φ {ƻ ŦƻǊ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ L ƘŀŘ ƭŜǎǎ 
ƛƴŎƻƳŜΦέ 

     - NYC Restaurant worker in focus group* 

 

 άL Ǝƻǘ ǎƛŎƪ ŀƴŘ L ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ ώ9wϐ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƘŀǊƎŜŘ ƳŜ ϷмΣллл ǎƻ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Χ Ǉŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦŦΦ  L Řƻ ƛǘ 
ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜ Φ Φ Φ ²ƘƛŎƘ ǿƛƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ƳŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ȅŜŀǊΦέ 

     - NYC Security guard without health   
       benefits or sick days in focus group 

     (in Shortchanging Security, Levitan and Rankin) 
 

*Source:  A Working Balance, Stringer and A Better Balance, Jan. 2008 
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WHY SHOULD WE GUARANTEE PAID SICK DAYS? 

 

ÅBasic labor standard:  all workers should be able to afford to take time to recover from illness and get care 

without losing pay or risking their jobs   

ÅWork-family case:  working parents should not have to choose between their jobs and a sick child 

ÅPublic health case: reduces spread of contagious illnesses at work and schools reduces avoidable health 

care costs through prevention, early treatment and lower ER use 

ÅBusiness case:  reduces turnover, improves productivity and morale 

 

Sherry Leiwant, Executive Director 
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LACK OF PAID SICK DAYS AND WOMEN 
Å Nearly four in ten working women τ more than 13 million τ in businesses with 15 or more employees 

are not able to take a paid sick day when they or a family member are ill. 
Å Low-wage workers τ the majority of whom are women τ are even less likely to have paid sick days. 

Two-ǘƘƛǊŘǎ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ϷмлΦсо ǇŜǊ ƘƻǳǊ ƻǊ ƭŜǎǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǇŀƛŘ ǎƛŎƪ ǘƛƳŜΦ 
Å Women-dominated industries are among the least likely to offer paid sick days. For example, nearly 

three-quarters of child care workers (72 percent) and food service workers (73 percent) lack access to 
paid sick time. 

Å Working women are more likely to have significant caregiving responsibilities, including caring for elderly 
parents, children or ill spouses/partners. One in three working women report that they provide care for 
an elderly relative, for persons with disabilities or for special needs children. 

Å Half of working mothers miss work when their child gets sick. Of these mothers, half do not get paid 
when they take this time off. Among low-income working mothers, two in three report losing pay.6 

Å One in eight women (13 percent) and one in five women with children (20 percent) reported that they 
or a family member had been fired or disciplined by an employer for taking time off to cope with an 
illness or to care for a sick child or family member. 

Å ²ƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƴŜŜŘ ŀ ōŀǎƛŎ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ƻŦ ǇŀƛŘ ǎƛŎƪ Řŀȅǎ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ 
between keeping their job and caring for a sick child or family member. 
 

Source:  National Partnership for Women and Families Fact Sheet:  Data from BLS, Shriver Report 

Sherry Leiwant, Executive Director 
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MOST LOW-INCOME WORKING MOMS ςTHE PRIME FAMILY CAREGIVERS ς 5hbΩ¢ D9¢ 
ANY PAID SICK DAYS 

2006 CSS UNHEARD THIRD  

All low-income  
working mothers 

Mod-high income 
working mothers 

 

Low-income, single  
working mothers 

Q33. ²ƘƛŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎΣ ƛŦ ŀƴȅΣ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ŦǊƻƳ ȅƻǳǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊΧǇŀƛŘ ǎƛŎƪ ƭŜŀǾŜΚ 
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Rx: MOMENTUM IS BUILDING ACROSS THE NATON  

TO GUARANTEE WORKERS PAID SICK DAYS 
FEDERAL: 
Å  άbƻǿ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀƛŘ ǎƛŎƪ Řŀȅǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƭŜŀǾŜΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƴƻōƻŘȅ ƛƴ 
!ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƨƻōǎ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎƛŎƪ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƻǊ ŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΦέ 

   - Barack Obama, Acceptance Speech for Presidential Nomination, 2008   
        

Å  IŜŀƭǘƘȅ CŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ !Ŏǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ т Řŀȅǎ ǇŀƛŘ ƭŜŀǾŜ ŦƻǊ ƻǿƴ ƻǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎΤ ǇǊƻǊŀǘŜŘ 
for part-time, covers firms with 15+ workers 

 

STATES: 
 CONNECTICUT:  Statewide bill passed May 2011 
 

CITIES:   
Å San Francisco passed ballot initiative Nov 2006, went into effect Feb. 2007 
Å Washington, DC passed law March 2008 
Å Milwaukee ς ballot initiative November 2008 (litigation resulted in ruling that local paid sick days 

ordinance entirely legal but Wisconsin legislature passed a bill making local paid sick days illegal.) 
Å Philadelphia ς Passed paid sick days May, 2011, vetoed by mayor 
Å Seattle ς passed paid sick days September, 2011 
Å Denver will vote on a ballot initiative in November, 2011 

 

Activity in a dozen states and cities 
 
 

Å    

Sherry Leiwant, Executive Director 
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WHAT MIGHT BE THE PROVISIONS? 
Å WHO IS COVERED?   

 Minimum labor standard covering private and non-profit sector workers, like minimum wage and TDI 
 

Å WHAT PURPOSES?  

 Cover ōƻǘƘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ƻǿƴ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ caring for family members like San Francisco, Milwaukee, 
D.C., Seattle, Connecticut and Federal models;  DC and Seattle άǎƛŎƪ and ǎŀŦŜέ time also covers domestic 
violence 
 

Å HOW IS IT CALCULATED? Accrual of hours based on hours worked; avoids penalizing part-time workers; 
bills give one hour for every 30 or 40 hours worked 
 

Å HOW MANY DAYS?  

 Best bills have 9 days for larger businesses; 5 days for smaller.  Could also limit to 7 or 5 days.  Some bills 
carve out smaller firms (under 5) and Connecticut has a large carve out of all businesses with fewer than 
50 employees.  Rather than carve-out based on business size, scale down requirement, e.g., 7 to 9 days, 
but 5 days for small businesses 
 

Å ENFORCEMENT?   

 Administrative and court remedies as in other labor standards 

Sherry Leiwant, Executive Director 
A Better Balance 



NEW YORK CITY:  A STRONG COALITION GAINED A VETO-PROOF MAJORITY OF 
COUNCIL MEMBERS IN SUPPORT 

   

Sherry Leiwant, Executive Director 
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OCTOBER, 2010:  CITY COUNCIL SPEAKER SHELVED PAID SICK TIME, BUT 
PROMISED TO REVISIT IF ECONOMY IMPROVES 

 
 άbƻǿ ƛǎ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƛƳŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǎƳŀƭƭ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎΦέ 
 
    - Statement by Quinn, Oct. 2010, leaving negotiations to  

   announce opposition to Paid Sick Time Bill 
 
 
 The bill would have threatened job growth during tough economic times. 
 
    - Statement by Kenneth Adams, President and CEO of   

   the Business Council of NYS 
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THE FIGHT IS NOT OVER 

 

Å Continuing to organize especially among women, faith community, LGBT 
 
Å Plan to  introduce an amended bill in November   
  
Å tŀƛŘ ǎƛŎƪ Řŀȅǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ άƧƻō ƪƛƭƭŜǊέ -- Lǘ ƛǎ ŀ άƧƻō ǎŀǾŜǊέ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ǿƘƻ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦŦ  

to recover from illness or care for a sick child 
 
Leading coalition members:   
Å A Better Balance 
Å Community Service Society 
Å Make the Road New York 
Å Public Health Association of New York City 
Å Restaurant Opportunities Center of New York 
Å Working Families Center 
Å New York Paid Leave Coalition 
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Paid Sick Days and the Restaurant Industry in 
the United States 

Restaurant Opportunities Center of New York 

Vergilio O. Aran, Lead Organizer 
Restaurant Opportunities Center 



Facts$$ of the Restaurant Industry 
The restaurant industry is one of largest and fastest 
growing industries in the United States. According to 
the National Restaurant Association forecast for this 

year total sales will be $ 604 billion. 
 
¢ƻŘŀȅΣ ǎŀƭŜǎΩ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴ фслΣллл ǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘǎ 
represents 4 percent of U.S. gross domestic product 
and restaurant employees comprise nearly 10 
percent of U.S. workforce. 
 

In New York City the restaurant industry is projected 

to register $30.7 billion in sales. 

 
In 2009, there were 39,604 eating and drinking places 
in New York. 

Vergilio O. Aran, Lead Organizer 
Restaurant Opportunities Center 


