
 

 

Cough Up the Sick Days 
By Elizabeth Henderson  

October 30, 2009  

The fast-approaching flu season may end up actually benefiting New Yorkers. 

The City Council is currently considering a bill that would require all employers to provide paid 

sick leave to their employees. Supporters point to concerns over H1N1 as one of the causes of 

the increased concern about New Yorkers who do not receive paid sick days. 

“The fear of a swine flu epidemic has heightened interest in the lack of sick pay coverage for so 

many New Yorkers,” said Sherry Leiwant, executive director of A Better Balance. 

According to a new report, Sick in the City, nearly half of working New Yorkers — about 1.8 

million — don’t receive paid sick days. The study, authored by the Community Service Society 

and A Better Balance, also found that workers without sick days typically work in the 

hospitality, construction and manufacturing industries. 

The Paid Sick Days Act (Intro. 1059), introduced by City Councilwoman Gale Brewer (D-

Manhattan) in August, has garnered 38 sponsors, which is more than the 34 votes needed to 

override a mayoral veto. The City Council is scheduled to vote on the bill Nov. 16. 

The bill would allow workers at medium-sized and large businesses to earn up to nine paid sick 

days, while employees at smaller businesses (those with fewer than 10 employees) could receive 

up to five paid sick days. 

The proposal seeks to reduce the likelihood of spreading illness to other members of the 

workforce and the general public. It also allows eligible employees to use paid sick time for their 

own, as well as for a relative’s, mental or physical illness, injury or health condition, or for 

preventative care, medical diagnosis or treatment. 

“People who don’t have paid sick days can’t stay home when they’re sick,” Leiwant said in a 

recent press release. “And when their children get sick, that’s a tougher choice. Often they can’t 

keep them home from school because they can’t afford to take off work to stay home with them. 

So their sick children go to school.” 

For New Yorkers like Roberto, this bill could make the difference between a paycheck or a pink 

slip. A construction worker in Queens, Roberto, who does not receive sick days through his 

employer, was forced to miss work after he became ill on the job. 
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“One time I got sick and fainted on a construction job and I wound up in the hospital. When I 

tried to go back when I was feeling better, the boss told me to rest more and come back later. So 

I came back four times, but he never gave me back my job,” said Roberto, who declined to give 

his last name. 

Low-income Latino workers are among those most likely to go without paid sick leave, with 72 

percent working for employers that fail to offer paid sick days. 

While opponents of the Paid Sick Leave Act claim that the legislation would force employers to 

shoulder a significant financial burden, Donna Dolan, chair of the New York State Paid Family 

Leave Coalition, says the cost to employers is minimal, with small businesses looking at a cost of 

only $5.71 a week if a worker actually takes a sick day. 

San Francisco, Milwaukee and Washington, D.C., already have laws requiring paid sick leave. 

Key groups advocating for paid sick days include the Working Families Party, the New York 

State Paid Family Leave Coalition and Make the Road New York. 

Dan Cantor, the executive director of the Working Families Party, hopes paid sick days will 

become a “basic standard” in the workplace. 

“Life without sick days is bad enough for working families,” Cantor said. “But when half of New 

York City cannot afford to stay home when they get sick, it’s a serious threat to public health.” 

Jaisal Noor and Tanya Sandler contributed reporting to this article. 
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