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New Unemployment Insurance Extension Neglects One Million Jobless Workers
Who Have Run Out of Federal Unemployment Benefits

By Wendell Primus, Jessica Goldberg, and Isaac Shapiro

The President signed legislation on January 8 that reinstates the temporary federal
unemployment benefits program that expired December 28 for five months. This package was
passed by the Senate on January 7 and the House on January 8. While reinstating this program is
worthwhile, the legislation ignores one large group that deserves assistance — the more than one
million workers who have used up all of those federal benefits yet still have been unable to find
work. The need to provide additional help to these workers reflects both the weakness of the
current employment situation and the deficiencies of the federal program compared to the
temporary program Congress created in the last economic downturn.

The federal unemployment program, called the Temporary Extended Unemployment
Compensation (TEUC) program, was created in March 2002 as part of economic stimulus
legislation; it provided additional weeks of unemployment benefits to workers who ran out of
regular, state-funded benefits without finding work. 1t expired December 28.

In addition to restarting the TEUC program, there are several reasons why Congress also
should provide additional weeks of benefits to the one million workers who have exhausted their
TEUC benefits and remain without work:

Significantly more workers have exhausted their federal benefits since TEUC
began in March than ran out of federal benefits over a comparable number of
months in the downturn of the early 1990s. By the end of December an estimated
2.2 million workers had exhausted their federal benefits. Of these, we estimate
one million remain jobless today, and it is these one million workers that should
receive additional help. (Despite claimsto the contrary, thereislittle evidence
that in arecession providing these workers with extraweeks of benefits — which
on average replace 38 percent of their previous earnings — will discourage them
from seeking jobs.)

One reason why many more workers have exhausted their federal benefitsin this
downturn isthat TEUC was considerably less generous than the temporary federal
unemployment benefits program Congress created in the last downturn (which
occurred in the early 1990s). In particular, TEUC provided significantly fewer
weeks of benefits. Under the earlier program, each worker was eligible for at
least 20 weeks of benefits some ten months after the program was enacted, while
under TEUC, most workers were éigible for amaximum of 13 weeks of benefits.
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In addition, while both programs provided additional assistance to states
designated as “ high-unemployment” states, TEUC used much stricter criteriathan
the earlier program to determine if a state had high unemployment; currently only
three states meet TEUC' s criteria.

Finding jobs has been difficult for those who have exhausted their TEUC benefits
because the labor market remains weak. There are 1.5 million fewer jobs today
than in March 2001, when the current downturn began, and the number of jobsin
the economy has been essentially stagnant for several months. The current
unemployment rate of 6.0 percent ties with April 2002 for the highest rate in
nearly 9 years and is higher than when the TEUC program was created. Long-
term unemployment (as measured by the 12-month average number of workers
exhausting their regular state unemployment benefits) hasincreased in every
month since March 2001.
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