NYCEI is key to solving the effects of unemployment but is important for a federal scale up
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The New York City Employment Initiative (NYCEI) will employ 25,000 New Yorkers on a wide variety of projects, providing public service benefits to all New Yorkers.  It will be a standing program, complementary to economic stimulus programs such as green public infrastructure investments, which also create jobs.  As a local employment program delivering quality public services at scale, it will serve as a de facto pilot program for a federal Job Guarantee.  It will significantly and permanently reduce the many harmful effects of unemployment for individuals, families, neighborhoods and our city as a whole. Background and Overview Everyone deserves a job.  Involuntary unemployment is, in Rep. Ayanna Pressley’s words, a “moral and economic scourge” that the government has a duty to eliminate.  It spreads through and across communities, like a contagious disease, leading to physical and mental illness, alcoholism, suicide, crime, and poorer educational outcomes for children. (See Tcherneva, The Case for a Job Guarantee, pp. 32-39)  It is a racial justice issue, with Black Americans consistently suffering an unemployment rate roughly double that of white Americans. In April, just here in Queens, 122,000 people were unemployed.  That is still three times the March 2020 level. Investments in green infrastructure and social housing, which I and others have proposed, will boost our economy and help get us back to pre-Covid employment levels. This is necessary but not enough.  Even in December 2019, when unemployment was the lowest it had been in decades, there were still 146,000 unemployed New Yorkers, including nearly 30,000 in Queens, and those numbers roughly double if the underemployed are included.  The persistent shortage of jobs, even in good times, is the problem that this proposal addresses. The number of jobs in an economy such as New York’s is driven by the level of demand for the goods and services that the economy is capable of producing.  Such demand can come from governments as well as individual consumers. This proposal, the New York City Employment Initiative (NYCEI), creates new jobs by creating new demand for a wide variety of important public services including environmental care, public arts and performances, after school services and much more.  While reducing unemployment is the driving motivation, the newly provided public services are equally important, and will be enjoyed by every New Yorker. A small preview of NYCEI is happening this year with the Mayor’s New York City Cleanup Corps (CCC).  Using federal stimulus money from the latest Covid relief bill, the City will hire 10,000 people to restore, maintain and improve public spaces in a variety of ways, not just cleanup.  Vegetation planting and playground maintenance are just two of the many services that will be provided by CCC workers.  CCC is necessarily temporary, because its funding is temporary.  NYCEI is a permanent, standing program, funded with general revenues, and it has a broader mandate.  Thus, all CCC services and jobs could continue indefinitely under NYCEI, and many more would be added.  Art and arts education, and care economy services like after school programs and elder care are just some examples of services that are chronically under provisioned by our society and appropriate for expansion under NYCEI. At the funding level that I am proposing, NYCEI would employ about 25,000 people, and additional jobs will be created in the private sector as workers spend their income into the local economy.  Furthermore, by demonstrating how local employment programs can be implemented at scale, and the benefits they can provide, NYCEI will serve as a de facto pilot program for a federal Job Guarantee, such as those proposed by Sen. Cory Booker and Rep. Ayanna Pressley. Under these proposals, projects are conceived and administered locally.  Thus, NYCEI puts us in a position to rapidly scale up to a full guarantee under federal funding, much as CCC can scale up to NYCEI. NYCEI will be described in detail in the next section; its goals are summarized here. 1.Create quality public service jobs for thousands of New Yorkers. 2.Provide a wide variety of important public services to all New Yorkers. 3.Maintain and enhance workers’ skills, so they will be ready to move to higher paying private or public sector employment when opportunities arise. 4.Serve as a de facto pilot program for a federal Job Guarantee, and make our city “Job Guarantee-ready”, so we can rapidly scale up to a full guarantee under a federal program.
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