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Commission Meeting Minutes
April 1, 2009

Commissioners Present: Marcia Merrill, Chair; Laine Akiyama, Sharon Baade, Gretchen Bailey, Eileen
Boland, Carol Buchdahl, Retta Dunlap, Ruth Finn, Linda Fogg, Cathy Frey, Karen Henry, Anne
McClaughry, and Marion Milne.

Commissioners Absent: Cary Brown, Mary Claire Carroll, and Vicky Young.

Advisory Council Members’ Present: Barbara Hannon representing the Older Women’s League, Linda
Ingold representing the Vermont Women’s Business Center, Barbara Saunders representing the Child
Care Fund of Vermont, and Carol Story representing the Girl Scouts of the Green and White Mountains.

Staff and Intern: Janet Bullard, Renee Kelly, Wendy Love, and Lilly Talbert.

Guests: Michael Belyea from the Vermont Chamber of Commerce, John McClaughry, Sheila Reed from
Voices for Vermont Children, Colin Robinson from the Livable Wage Campaign, and Shawn Shouldice
from the National Federation of Independent Business-Vermont Chapter.

Presiding: Marcia Merrill Recording: Janet Bullard and Lilly Talbert.

The meeting was called to order at 9:30 a.m. by Chair Marcia Merrill. Marcia then introduced the
panelists and asked them to respond to the statement that Mandated Paid Sick Leave is a Net Gain for
Women.

Panel on Paid Sick Days (H.382) Proposed: Mandated Paid Sick Leave Is a Net Gain for Women

Colin Robinson from the Vermont Livable Wage Campaign reviewed H.382, the bill calling for paid sick
days for all Vermont employees and paid safe days for domestic violence victims. He explained that the
bill calls for sick leave to be earned on an accrual basis: for every 30 hours works an employee is eligible
to earn an hour of paid sick time up to 56 hours in a calendar year. Unused leave time earned in one
year can be carried over to the next up to the maximum of 56 hours. The paid time can be used for
employees’ own health needs as well as for family members. In the case of domestic violence, earned
paid sick time may be used to attend social or legal appointments.

Colin stated that 57% of Vermont businesses don’t offer paid leave. Forty-two percent of Vermonters
working in the private sector lack of paid time off. Women are more likely not to have paid sick days
since they are the majority of low-income workers. Also they work primarily in the service sector and
therefore most likely to come into contact with the public in they go to work sick. Women are also
responsible for caring for sick children and making their health care arrangements. Colin also stated
that paid sick leave is something that employers use as a job retention strategy.

Michael Belyea from the Vermont State Chamber of Commerce stated that the bill is too broad and not
flexible enough for employers. Mandates are stifling for business and many businesses will not be able
to afford offering paid leave. Vermont employers tend to be responsive to employees needs ; many
family-owned businesses consider employees members of their family and make adjustments to work
schedules for family illness. Vermont businesses like their independence and the choice to offer
benefits to their employees to the extent that they want and can afford.
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Michael then suggested pursuing other structures, such as sick leave savings accounts which would
operate similar to an IRA (Individual Retirement Account)-- money is taken out before taxes and set
aside, the control to draw down funds to replace wages lost due to illness would be in the employees’
hands. Employers could contribute if they choose to. If these funds were unused they might eventually
be rolled into a retirement account. Other thoughts were allowing private sector employees to
accumulate comp time for hours worked over forty to use as paid time off. He noted that it is currently
illegal for private sector employers to offer comp time, instead of wages for work over 40 hours in a
week. Lastly, Michael suggested reducing income taxes by 2 percentage points that would give a family
earning $50,000 a year an additional $1,000.

Shelia Reed from Voices for Vermont Children stated that paid leave is in fact a net gain for Vermont
women. The majority of part-time, low-wage workers are women. Over 80% of women are the primary
caregivers of their children and make necessary health care decisions. Over 50% of working mothers
who stay home with a sick child don’t get paid by their employers for staying home to take care of their
sick child. Women are in the workplace in great numbers these days and children are in daycare.

Regulated daycare requires that sick children stay at home when they have a fever. Some moms are
medicating their children with fever reducers to get them into daycare when they are sick because they
cannot afford to stay home with their sick children. And in schools, children are on cots in the school
nurses’ office. Because of welfare reform, moms are no longer able to stay at home and many work in
low-wage jobs with no benefits. Lastly, Sheila stated that it is important to have the provision in the bill
for domestic violence victims.

Shawn Shouldice from the National Federation of Independent Business (NFIB), Vermont Chapter
stated that the bill mandates employment practices and this is of concern to Vermont’s small
businesses. Shawn explained that she has represented small businesses for 20 years and spent 25 years
in a family-owned retail business. She is a single mother of three. The Vermont Chapter of NFIB
represents over 1000 Vermont businesses and 80% of its members voted to resist this mandate. Small
businesses are very busy running their businesses and don’t want increased burdens placed on them
during this difficult economic time. She felt that this legislation would stifle innovation and job
creation, and possibly could limit job opportunities for women.

She stated that women are the majority of the part-time, low-wage workers and many work together to
provide coverage for their co-workers when there is an emergency or when someone needs time off for
whatever reason. Vermont has many family-owned businesses that treat their employees as members
of the family and help them out when they can. This bill would limit employer’s flexibility. What works
for Wal-Mart, may not work for Main Street.

Report by Linda Fogg of her survey of St. Johnsbury businesses on H.382

Linda reported that in her role as Director of Downtown Development for St. Johnsbury she surveyed
local businesses on this bill and asked them if they saw this bill as a net positive for Vermont women. Of
48 business owners, 42% of the businesses were either owned or co-owned by a woman and her
spouse. 100% of the business owners polled did not support this bill. 48% already provide full-time
employees with some form of sick pay. When leave benefits starts varies from business to business. The
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half that don’t provide paid sick leave work with their employees to make sure that unpaid time off has
the least impact possible on their paychecks by juggling schedules.

Linda stated that business with part-time employees don’t offer paid time off because employees have
time off during the week and can flex their schedules with their co-workers by working nights or
weekends as needed in order to make appointments during normal working hours. Businesses felt that
the current system of informal flexibility is working for them.

After discussion commissioners agreed that more information is needed in order to vote on this
legislation.

Proposed Elimination of Director of Women and Family Services, Vermont Department of Corrections

Tiffany Bluemle, Executive Director of Vermont Works for Women, informed everyone that this position
in 1999 or 2000. The position has changed over time as the number of incarcerated women has ebbed
and flowed. Currently there are 134 women incarcerated in the state with several thousand “ in the
correctional system.”.

She stated that that current research and best practices for women offenders support the
continuation of this position. It has been proven that systems and agencies encounter problems by not
recognizing gender differences.

Brian Bilodeau, the former Superintendent of the Northwest State Correctional Facility, reported that he
is a 28-year veteran of the correctional industry and presents corrections best practices workshops
nationally. He stated that Vermont used to be the best when it came to the holistic approach of treating
offenders and turning their lives around, but that’s not the case anymore. Now it’s all about money.
Brian said it’s disenheartening after all the work that was done to see programs being cut and the
correctional institutions dehumanizing the system again.

Brian suggested that the position be moved from the Department of Corrections to the Department of
Children and Families with the goal of becoming a model correctional system again. He continued by
stating that if this position doesn’t exist, there won’t be a catalyst to initiate best practice and therefore
making positive changes in the lives of women and their families. Focus needs to be more around
treatment and having a thorough system set up to help incarcerated women re-enter society and have
the necessary supports to do this. This position maximizes community support and resources for
incarcerated women and families.

Motion made by Sharon Baade that the Vermont Commission on Women support the retention of the
position of Director of Women and Family Services at the Department of Corrections. Seconded by
Marion Milne.

A discussion ensued which led to a friendly amendment to the motion being offered by Anne
McClaughry as follows: urging that some other form of costs savings be found within the Department of
Corrections so that this position can be maintained. Amendment accepted by Sharon and Marion.

Carol called the question and the vote to call the question passed.
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Amended motion reads as follows:

Motion made by Sharon Baade that the Vermont Commission on Women supports the retention of the
position of Director of Women and Family Services at the Department of Corrections by urging the
Department to find some other form of cost savings within the Department of Corrections. Seconded by
Marion Milne and voted unanimously.

March Commission Meeting Minutes

Tabled until next meeting.

Announcements

Renee announced that there is a women’s history conference entitled, My Story Matters for Vermont
high school students offered on April 8" at Lyndon State College sponsored in part by the Vermont
Women's History Project. Over 200 students have registered.

Marcia announced that she is having surgery in late April and will not be able to attend the May
Commission meeting and that she will ask someone else chair that meeting.

Meeting adjourned at 12:35 p.m.



