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The year brought several significant changes in employment law, giving workers added rights and benefits. These changes reflected the realities of the economic climate as well as the challenges faced by families of those serving in the war.

Unemployment Benefits

It’s widely known that unemployment benefits were extended during 2009 in response to the dire job market.  In November, Congress approved another 14 weeks for workers in all states and another 20 weeks to those living in states with unemployment rates over 8.5 percent, which includes Florida.  What is not as widely known is that with this last addition, the maximum a person in one of those hard-hit states could receive is now up to 99 weeks, or nearly two years - the most in history, according to the Wall Street Journal.  

Assistance with COBRA 

In February, the stimulus package included assistance for unemployed workers consisting of a 65percent subsidy of COBRA premiums to continue coverage through a former employers’ health plan.  Prior to that, many workers simply waived COBRA because they couldn’t afford it. This subsidy was set to expire, but earlier this month, the House approved legislation that will extend it by six months.  Approval from the Senate is expected. 
Support for the Troops (and their families)

Even though the country is waging two wars, the families of service members sometimes feel forgotten.  That’s why, for employees who have loved-ones in the armed forces, the expansion of the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) that took effect in January, was a welcomed recognition of the challenges they face. 

The expansion provides up to 12-week leave for certain situations such as attending military events, counseling sessions and post-deployment reintegration briefings, as well as up to 26-weeks to care for a service member recovering from injury or illness incurred in the line of duty.  The ability to take a job-protected leave of absence provides troops and their families more actual support that any well-meaning, yellow-ribbon car sticker. 
Next week, I’ll cover workplace trends for 2010 and some good signs pointing to a recovering economy.  Until then, best wishes for the coming year!
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