
Opinion 

The Need for Paid Sick Leave 

By New York City Councilwoman Sara M. Gonzalez (D, District 38- Bay Ridge Towers, Borough 

Park, Park Slope, Red Hook, Sunset Park) 

November 2009 

 
The City Council is currently debating a bill, Introduction 1059 authored by Councilwoman Gale Brewer (D- 
Manhattan), of which I am a Co-Sponsor. 
 
While the bill is still under consideration and changes and improvements may still be made, the legislation 
is designed to ensure that all New Yorkers are guaranteed at least a few paid sick leave days a year (5 
days for small businesses, 9 days for large businesses). Paid sick leave is not only a public health issue, as 
people going to work sick risk the spread of germs and illness, but it is also a moral issue.  
No worker should have to make the choice between losing their job and putting their health at risk. This is 
particularly important for low-income Latinos. A recent study from the Community Service Society found 
that "low-income Latinos are least likely to have paid sick leave." In fact, a staggering 72% do not, meaning 
many are going to work and coming into contact with co-workers and consumers when they should be 
visiting a doctor or hospital. Statistics such as these have prompted the Obama Administration to endorse 
national paid sick leave legislation. 
 
Working mothers are also heavily burdened by the lack of paid sick leave days. As the same study 
demonstrates, “[the 60% of low-income working mothers who are not allowed to take off from work and still 
get paid because they are sick] face a double challenge. In addition to needing leave for themselves, they 
shoulder the majority of responsibility for caring for sick children." Parents should never be forced to choose 
between caring for their sick child and losing their livelihood. Furthermore, these parents should not force a 
sick child to go to school because they cannot take off from work and therefore cannot afford to take them 
to a doctor or care for them at home. This is why over three-quarters of public school parents support a 
Paid Sick Leave law in New York City: not passing such a law puts the health of our school children at risk. 
Despite the overwhelming support by average working class New Yorkers, it should also be noted that 
there are still some business owners who are skeptical about this bill. There are arguments being made that 
this will drive up costs and prove detrimental to business. Similar arguments were made in other 
municipalities and in those places no negative effects on jobs or the local economy were noticed. And when 
the City implemented other public health measures that impacted business in one way or another, like the 
ban on smoking in restaurants and bars, some employed this argument, although most would no longer 
make the case in retrospect. Changes in how businesses treat their workers are often met with some 
trepidation and skepticism: change often is. At one point in our nation’s history, many feared the eight-hour 
workday would prove too devastating for businesses and should not be considered.  
 
In reality, this bill is sensitive to the needs of small businesses. It will level the playing field by ensuring that 
good employers who already provide their workers with paid sick days are not at a disadvantage with those 
that do not. This bill not only requires small businesses to provide fewer paid sick days than larger 
businesses, but it also allows for small business owners to request reasonable advance notice of the need 
to use paid sick time and for their employee to provide documentation of the reason for their paid sick days 
when appropriate. Furthermore, responsible business owners who already provide sufficient paid sick days 
to their workers would not be forced to add more once this law is passed. Also, in addition to this bill, the 
Council is simultaneously considering the Small Business Survival Act, which I am also a Co-Sponsor of. 
 
I am proud to have been joined in supporting this bill by many of the approximately 1.5 million New Yorkers 
who do not receive paid sick leave; over 35 of my colleagues in the New York City Council, including our 
Public Advocate-elect Bill de Blasio, our Comptroller-elect John Liu, our Small Business Committee Chair 
David Yassky, and our Health Committee Chair Joel Rivera; and countless community based organizations 
such as the Hispanic Federation, the Institute for Puerto Rican/Hispanic Elderly, the National Dominican 
Women’s Caucus, Center for Working Families, Jobs with Justice, Make the Road NY, and many more. 
Perhaps El Diario/ La Prensa said it best when their editorial board stated: "The lack of paid sick leave is 
immoral and irresponsible." Indeed, of the world’s 15 most competitive nations, the United States is the only 
one that does not provide mandatory paid sick leave. It is time that New York City once again leads the way 
for the rest of the country. 



 


