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Paid sick leave policy ill-advised

Erin Shannon
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Here’s a New Year’s resolution the Spokane City Coun-
cil should consider: Avoid adopting a costly mandatory
paid sick leave policy that will hurt area workers and
business owners.

The council has scheduled a first reading Monday on
its version of a plan that would have Spokane follow
Seattle, Tacoma and SeaTac in imposing the harsh law
on all city employers.

The new law would require all 12,000-plus businesses
in the city to offer paid sick leave to their workers;
there would be no exemption for even the city’s small-
est employers. That is a heavy lift for the 63 percent of
Spokane businesses that have fewer than five employ-
ees.

Supporters say business owners should not panic about
a mandate, trotting out examples of business owners
who say the regulation is not horribly burdensome. Of
course, that is some businesses. Other business owners
have a different opinion.

The owner of eight McDonald’s franchises in Seattle,
which employ 500 workers, says the paid sick leave
mandate has significantly increased his costs.

First, he had to pay to update his payroll software to
track the accrual and use of leave hours to comply with
the new law. Then, he had the dual costs of paying the
wages of workers using the paid leave, while paying
other workers to fill in. And he says workers are calling
in sick “a lot more” than before.

Seattle’s sick leave mandate increased his costs by
$17,600 per restaurant the first year and that jumped to
$19,200 the second year. That’s an extra $153,000 per
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year; money he could use to lower prices, hire more
people or provide other worker benefits.

Of course, he can't afford to simply absorb an extra
$153,600 per year. He says his profit margin is already
low — around 5 percent to 6 percent. So he had to raise
menu prices in his eight Seattle stores. Multiple studies
show this is a typical response to the increased costs of
a paid sick leave mandate — higher prices for consum-
ers that fall hardest on poor families.

So how much would a paid sick leave mandate cost
people in Spokane?

There are about 146,000 employed by those 12,000
businesses in Spokane. According to the Bureau of La-
bor Statistics, the average cost to an employer for paid
sick leave is 25 cents per hour, per employee. Nation-
ally, 39 percent of private-sector workers do not receive
paid sick leave.

So, theoretically, around 57,000 Spokane workers
would begin receiving mandated paid leave. Assum-
ing those workers clock the national average of 1,700
hours per year, multiply by $.25 per hour, and the cost
to employers in Spokane for mandatory paid sick leave
would be a staggering $24 million every year.

Spokane businesses, the overwhelming majority of
which are small, family-owned operations with fewer
than 20 employees, simply cannot absorb a $24 million
annual increase in costs. They will do what they must
to mitigate those costs and remain profitable. Stud-

ies consistently show paid sick leave mandates have
increased costs for employers and consumers and re-
duced hours and benefits for workers, with the burden
hitting the poor and unemployed the hardest.



A recent University of Washington report shows how
Seattle employers have already responded to the 2012
paid sick leave mandate:

— 8.2 percent of employers raised prices on consumers.

- 6.4 percent of employers decreased pay raises or
bonuses.

- 5.3 percent of employers cut vacation time.

- 2.7 percent of employers reduced their number of
employees or moved employees out of the city.

Nearly 20 percent of Seattle employers said their profit-
ability was “worse” or “much worse” as a result of the
city’s paid sick leave law.

Sick leave laws in San Francisco and Connecticut pro-
duced similar results.

In San Francisco, nearly 30 percent of the lowest-wage
employees were laid off or had their hours cut. Other
employers had to cut bonuses, vacation time and part-
time workers.

In Connecticut, employers reported the sick leave law
forced them to raise prices, reduce hours, cut wages
and benefits and sometimes eliminate jobs. Others
said they would likely hire fewer people in the future,
destroying potential jobs.

Many people support mandated paid sick leave laws
because it makes them feel good about themselves, but
we should also think about the harmful and less obvi-
ous impact it has on working people.
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