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Juneau, AK 99801-1182
POSI TI ON STATEMENT: Supported SB 136.

COW SSI ONER GREG O CLARAY
Department of Labor & Workforce
Devel opnent
PO Box 21149
Juneau, AK 99802-1149
PCOSI TI ON STATEMENT: Comment ed on SB 136.

CRAI G HATELY, Busi ness Agent

Local 367, Plunbers and Pipefitters
Anchor age AK

POSI TI ON STATEMENT: Supported SB 136.

RANDY WHI TNEY

Local 367 Menber

Juneau AK

PCOSI TI ON STATEMENT: Supported SB 136.

ROYCE ROCK

Carpenter’s Uni on

Anchor age AK

PCSI TI ON STATEMENT: Supported the intent, but not the figures in
SB 136.

DON ETHERI DGE

Al aska State AFL-CI O

8459 Kinberly Street

Juneau AK 99801

PCSI TI ON STATEMENT: Supported SB 136.

ACTI ON NARRATI VE
CHAIR CON BUNDE called the Senate Labor and Commrerce Standing

Conmittee neeting to order at 1:52:46 PM Present were Senators
Ben Stevens, Johnny Ellis and Chair Con Bunde.

SB 136- UNEMPLOYMENT COVPENSATI ON BENEFI TS

CHAI R CON BUNDE announced SB 136 to be up for consideration.

SENATOR JOHNNY ELLIS, sponsor of SB 136, presented the sponsor
statenment saying SB 136 would increase the maxi mum unenpl oynment
benefit from $248 to $300 per week. He said this increase would
provi de needed relief to Al askan workers who are trying to put
dinner on the table for their famlies. In 2004, Al aska ranked
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49'" in the country for average weekly benefit amount. Al aska has
fallen from 47'" to 48" in the past year for nmaxi num weekly
benefit anmount. The average weekly unenploynent check in Al aska
is $193.91 as opposed to the national average of $262.50. Al aska
conpares unfavorably with alnost the rest of the entire United
States. It has not increased unenploynent benefits since 1997
and this benefit 1is not Ilinked to inflation. |Increasing
unenpl oynent benefits is good not only for workers, but also for
the econony and provides the necessary incentive to insure that
wel | -trained Alaskan workers stay here for future enploynent
opportunities.

REPRESENTATI VE HARRY CRAWORD said he supported SB 136 and that
he had a conpanion bill to it that was currently in House Rules.
Last year, a conprom se was suggested to require 12 weeks of
waiting for quitting a job or being fired, but he convinced its
proponents to drop the issue in return for reducing the nmaximm
benefit anmount from $336 to $300. He explained that a 12-week
waiting period in the construction trades would result in:

What that would nmean in the construction trades is
nobody would ever get laid off again. W'd all get
fired or life would be so mserable, we’'d have to
quit. So, it basically would nean that unenploynent
i nsurance wouldn’t be available to the majority of the
people in the construction trades if we were to put a
12-week penalty.

1:57:42 PM
CHAIR BUNDE asked why he assunmed enployers would resort to
draconi an behavi or.

REPRESENTATI VE CRAWORD replied that from his 35 years of
experience, some contractors do whatever they can to cut costs
because construction s a very conpetitive business. He
expl ai ned:

That’s why we’'ve really reached a crisis proportion

here. | nean we’'re losing good trained people to the
Lower 48 because people can’'t afford to stay here in
the winter tine or when the work gets slack.... W
have cyclical businesses and that’s what unenpl oynent
insurance (U) is for — is to help people through
t hose tinmes when the cycle is down and they can't find
wor K.
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Many people who normally support him say that a $300 benefit is
way too low for themto support. He's been told it costs $40, 000
to $60,000 to train an apprentice ironworker up to journeynan
status and Alaska is losing those folks to the Lower 48 because
their hourly scale and U benefits are both higher and the cost
of living is no nore expensive and sonetines less than it is
here in Al aska.

CHAI R BUNDE asked if he thought there should be any restriction
on collecting unenploynent insurance for people who are fired
for cause.

REPRESENTATI VE CRAWFORD replied that six weeks is |ong enough to
wait. More than that would result in a slave |abor force.

CHAIR BUNDE asked him to conme back to the conmmttee with a
conpromse on the firing for cause issue that would be
acceptable to the other body.

2:03: 47 PM

GREG O CLARAY, Comm ssioner, Departnent of Labor and Workforce
Devel opnent (DOLWD), underscored the value that U paynents
contribute to Al aska's econony.

2:04: 36 PM
SENATOR BETTYE DAVI S arri ved.

2:04:43 PM

He reported that U payments added $111, 149,000 to the Al askan
econony in 2004. He pointed out that this is one of the few
governnment progranms where enployees contribute a portion to
t heir paycheck.

Al aska is ranked |ess than 40th anong other states. Every state
on the West Coast has higher U benefits even calculating in
Al aska's dependents' all owance.

2:07:25 PM

SENATOR ELLIS noved to adopt CSSB 136, version F. He explained
that the CS changes the effective date. There were no objections
and it was so ordered.

COWM SSI ONER O CLARAY related that he is ever mndful of the
chal l enges to small businesses in the state and this bill does
not have a mmjor inpact on enployers according to figures
presented to the commttee.
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2: 08: 58 PM

CHAI R BUNDE commented that Alaska doesn't pay too much in Ul
benefits, but the program here is easier to get into and stay on
than in the Lower 48. He asked if that is accurate and if he had
any suggestions for bal ance.

COWM SSI ONER O CLARAY replied that he didn't know how easy it is
to file a U claim because first of all you have to be jobless,
which isn't easy for soneone who is trying to raise a famly in
this state. It also usually cones without a lot of notice. He
believed the departnent’s appeals process was fair and even-
handed. The difficulty he has with criticism of this particular
programis that Alaska is a non-contiguous state. People have to
board a plane, junp on a ferry or drive a long highway to seek
ot her worKk.

He has been asked why Alaska has an unenpl oynent problem when
papers in every major town in Al aska are advertising for jobs

H s answer to that is that people aren't trained for alternative
work and he has encouraged a nore targeted work search when
soneone is wunenployed saying, “There is no substitute for
enpl oynment . ”

2:13: 06 PM

CHAI R BUNDE asked for suggestions for a conprom se on a maxi num
draw that mght be reduced in exchange for a higher weekly
benefit.

COWM SSI ONER O CLARAY replied there is already a disincentive
for soneone to voluntarily quit or to be discharged for
m sconduct by having to wait |onger and by receiving three tines
less the weekly benefit amount. He added that he adjudicates
that particular point for claimants and enpl oyers regul arly.

2:15: 44 PM

CRAI G HATELY, Business Agent, Plunbers and Pipefitters, Local
367, supported SB 136 saying that union nenbers are routinely
out of work in the winter and U benefits help them put bread on
the table at that tine of year.

RANDY WHI TNEY, Local 367 nenber, supported SB 136, but thought
the benefits should be higher. Investnents are made in training
apprentices and those people leave all the time because there
isn't enough work here. He said, “lI don't see it as arnthair
noney....” Hardly anybody can nmake it on $300 a week.

SENATE L&C COW TTEE -5- January 19, 2006



CHAI R BUNDE asked him if people get jobs with other skills when
they are not able to work in their primary trade.

MR. VWH TNEY replied that sone have other skills that don't even
bot her with unenploynment, but others would have to |eave the
state to get work.

ROYCE ROCK, Carpenter’s Union, thanked the <conmmttee for
bringing this bill forward. He pointed out that the “Trends”
magazi ne said in 2002 that Al aska benefits were 39 percent of the
state’s average weekly wage. At that tinme an ad hoc group of
| abor and managenent agreed on a figure that started out at $272
with a mninmum incone of $29,750 that the next year would have
gone to $296 with an incone of $32,750. In 2004, it would have
gone to $320 with an incone of at |east $35,750. But this bil
rai ses the wage up to $37,500 to receive the maxi num benefit of
$300. So, in his eyes the benefit is dropping dowmn to 2003
| evel s, but what you have to make is getting raised to get that.
He said, “lI support an unenploynent bill.... This just isn't
enough.”

He pointed out that the construction workers average inconme is

$1118 per week and said, "It's not keeping people out of work
just because the noney is so good." He asked the commttee to
pass an unenploynment bill this session, but to increase the

weekly benefit. The U fund has a lot of nobney in it that gets
used for other things and nore of it needs to get used for Ul
paynent s.

CHAI R BUNDE commented that he didn't think soneone would quit a
job on which they were making $1100 a week so that they could
get a $300 a week benefit, but if they were in that position, he
t hought they may be less inclined to |ook for different work if
there were the $300 a week to fall back on. He asked how he
t hought people could be encouraged to look for work nore
aggressi vel y.

MR ROCK replied that wunion nenbers would go through their
unions to find work, but he didn't agree with the chair’s
phi |l osophy that getting benefits should be tougher than what it
is today. Figures don't indicate abuse of the system it is only
a perception.

2:24:49 PM

DON ETHERI DGE, Al aska AFL-CI O supported SB 136, but al so wanted
to see additional increases to the benefits. He didn't support
increases to the length of waiting tine to be eligible to draw a
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benefit. He personally knows of people who do take work in the
Wi ntertime.

CHAI R BUNDE announced he would hold the bill for a second
hearing as is his philosophy.

CHAI R BUNDE adj ourned the neeting at 2:28:00 PM
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