
 

Rebecca Dixon 

President and  

Chief Executive Officer 

www.nelp.org 

 

National Employment 

Law Project 

PO Box 1779 

New York, NY 10008 

 

 

 

May 30, 2025 

 

Dear Chair Bulova, Vice Chair Bloxom, and Members of the Emergency Committee on the Impacts of 

Federal Workforce and Funding Reductions, 

 

I write on behalf of the National Employment Law Project to urge the state to make critical reforms to 

Virginia’s unemployment insurance (UI) system to better protect the state against the economic impacts of 

the federal civil servant terminations and funding reductions. I previously shared these recommendations 

with the Commission on Unemployment Compensation at the May 19, 2025 meeting. 

 

Historically, the federal government has shored up UI during economic downturns. Current reductions in 

federal spending, including the recent recission of $400 million in American Rescue Plan Act UI 

modernization grants, indicate that federal support is unlikely to be forthcoming this time around.1 Thus, 

the state must take permanent and emergency steps to strengthen its UI program. 

 

UI is (or at least should be) an automatic macroeconomic stabilizer; that is, it helps protect the 

Commonwealth’s economy against sharp declines.2 Here is how it works: providing jobless workers with 

temporary benefits helps workers maintain household spending, which helps prevent a worker’s loss of 

employment from having harmful ripple effects throughout the economy. However, insufficient UI benefit 

amounts and duration weaken the ability of UI to provide these automatic protections.3  

 

Case in point, during past economic downturns, the federal government has had to pass emergency 

legislation to provide additional UI benefits. Congress has provided emergency federal extensions of UI 

benefits at least once every decade since the 1950s.4 This highlights the insufficiency of both current UI 

benefits and the federal-state extended benefit program.5 But given the current federal administration’s 

goal of cutting federal spending, additional federal dollars are unlikely to be forthcoming if Virginia or any 

region herein goes into a recession. So, the Commonwealth urgently needs to protect itself.  

Fortunately, the state has already made a good start this year. The General Assembly and Governor 

Youngkin approved bills to increase benefit amounts by $52,6 and to increase the amount workers can 

earn in part-time work before their UI benefit amount is reduced.7 However, more work is needed. 

 

With the assistance of the Commission on Unemployment Compensation, the state should consider 

permanent or even emergency measures such as: 

 

⚫ Extend benefit duration to ensure all workers are protected by regular UI for 26 weeks. 

 Currently, workers in Virginia have a maximum potential benefit duration of 12 to 26 weeks.8 

 Ten states, including Maryland, Washington D.C., and West Virginia, have a uniform 26-week 

maximum potential benefit duration.9  

 During the pandemic, Kansas temporarily established uniform 26-week maximum potential benefit 

duration.10 
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⚫ Expand eligibility for UI, such as to independent contractors. 

⚫ Expand reemployment services and establish navigator programs through partnerships with 

community-based organizations.11 

⚫ Scale up merit staffing at VEC to ensure claims continue to be swiftly processed. 

⚫ Further increase benefit amounts for unemployed workers. 

 Even with this year’s increase, Virginia still has one of the lowest maximum benefit amounts in the 

country.12 

 Increasing benefit amounts can be a way to pull in more statutorily required federal funding to the 

state in two ways: 

◼ First, with respect to federal layoffs, while different benefit amounts cannot be set for federal 

versus other workers, if benefit amounts are raised, the federal government will have to 

reimburse at the higher rate.13 

◼ Second, last fall, Southwest Virginia was devastated by Hurricane Helene. Many workers 

claimed disaster unemployment assistance (DUA). Under federal law, DUA benefits (which 

are paid by the federal government) are paid at the same rate as regular UI14 and not less 

than half the average UI benefit for the state.15 So, if the state increases UI benefit amounts, it 

increases DUA amounts. That may be why North Carolina’s Governor Cooper issued an 

executive order increasing UI benefit amounts in the aftermath of Hurricane Helene.16  

 As an aside, Governor Cooper also waived the benefit charges that would have been 

incurred by employers for regular UI claims during the disaster.17 Virginia law already 

waives up to four weeks of disaster-related regular UI benefit charges, but the state could 

consider waiving more weeks in conjunction with a benefit increase.18 

 

The federal government is not likely to provide emergency unemployment assistance to help Virginia’s 

workers, employers, and economy. So, it is critical that the Committee in collaboration with the 

Commission on Unemployment Compensation identify steps the Commonwealth can take to better protect 

itself. 

 

Thank you for your consideration. Please let me know if you have any questions. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Flannery O’Rourke 

Unemployment Insurance Program Director 

National Employment Law Project 
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