
 
 
August 20, 2020 
 
The Honorable Governor John Bel Edwards 
Office of the Governor 
PO Box 94004 
Baton Rouge, LA 70804 
Via email 
 
Dear Gov. Edwards: 
 
This letter follows up on the petition that more than 1,500 people have signed to date, urging 
you to cancel work-search requirements for unemployment benefits. As those petitioners 
expressed, now is not the time to put barriers in front of people trying to access urgently needed 
benefits. For reasons we outline in detail below, we request that you use your authority to 
cancel Louisiana’s work search requirements immediately. 
 
Cancelling work search will help small businesses and workers 
Both economists and workers credit expanded unemployment benefits with enabling workers to 
pay bills, and with keeping the economy running.  Spending from unemployment benefits 1

circulating in the local economy is essential not only to the workers who receive the benefit 
directly, but to the small businesses where those workers spend their money, and to the small 
business owners who use that money to meet their obligations. 
 
As Rep. Cedric Richmond noted on the opening night of the Democratic National Convention, 
while “economists will tell you that small businesses … are critically important to our recovery … 
they are also just plain important.” Small business owners depend on the community’s ability to 
spend money locally. When workers don’t have money to spend, small-business owners feel the 
economic pain along with them.  
 
For workers who have been furloughed or laid off, access to benefits is critical. For many 
workers, losing the unemployment benefits that they are eligible for because of procedural 
hurdles would lead to hunger, homelessness, or both. Regardless of carve-outs in the policy, 

1 Ella Rosenberg, Erica Werner, and Jeff Stein, “30 million unemployed lose extra jobless benefits, as 
talks between Congress and the White House are at an Impasse,” The Washington Post, August 13, 
2020 https://www.washingtonpost.com/us-policy/2020/07/31/congress-bailout-unemployment-insurance/ 



any step to make unemployment benefits more complicated will separate some workers from 
the benefits that they are owed. 
 
We simply cannot afford policies that take money out of the pockets of unemployed workers by 
placing procedural barriers in front of their access to benefits. 
 
With few jobs available, work search can’t boost employment 
While work-search requirements may benefit some workers in a robust labor market, evidence 
suggests that work search is not effective at boosting employment in a recession.  But 2

procedural barriers like work search requirements do keep substantial numbers of workers from 
benefits that they would otherwise claim.  3

 
Although Louisiana’s labor market has improved since the onset of the pandemic, it is still far 
from back to normal. In June, for example, every sector tracked in the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics’s “Economy at a Glance” table for Louisiana posted jobs below their totals in June 
2019. Several sectors that are particularly important to Louisiana’s economy continued to reflect 
dramatic year-over-year losses: Mining and logging employment was down 18.1% from last 
June, construction employment was down 13.7%, and leisure and hospitality employment was 
down a staggering 23.8%.  Just last week, seven prominent New Orleans hospitality industry 4

institutions gave notice to the Workforce Commission that they are likely to lay off an additional 
1,500 people over the next few months.  5

 
The jobs in the sectors that are posting the smallest year-over-year losses – trade, 
transportation, and utilities; financial activities; professional and business services; education 
and health services; and government – are likely to require specialized training, making them 
inappropriate and inaccessible for the workers still hardest hit by the recession. 
 
While the work-search rules contain exemptions for people out of work for “Covid-related” 
reasons, LWC has offered extremely limited and contradictory guidance on what might qualify 
someone for such an exemption. So far, the only guidance readily accessible to claimants 
remains the two-and-a-half minute video posted to announce the change.  LWC’s Covid-19 6

FAQ still states that, “[a]s a result of Governor John Bel Edwards Executive Order 2020-27, you 

2 Desmond Toohey, “The Effectiveness of Work-Search Requirements over the Business Cycle: Evidence 
for Job Rationing,” February 5, 2017, 51. 
3 George Wentworth, “Closing Doors on the Unemployed: Why Most Jobless Workers Are Not Receiving 
Unemployment Insurance and What States Can Do About It” (New York, NY: National Employment Law 
Project, December 19, 2017), https://www.nelp.org/publication/closing-doors-on-the-unemployed/. 
4 “Louisiana Economy at a Glance,” U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, August 14, 2020, 
https://www.bls.gov/eag/eag.la.htm. 
5 Kyle Whitfield, “Commander’s Palace, Arnaud’s, Hilton Riverside, Others to Lay off Nearly 1,500, 
Records Show,” NOLA.Com, August 13, 2020, 
https://www.nola.com/news/business/article_e8dcda2e-dd08-11ea-8da7-8320cb58be3a.html. 
6 Work Search Is Back! (Louisiana Workforce Commission, 2020), 
http://www.laworks.net/Videos/COVID-19_WorkSearch.mp4. 
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do not need to do a work search during the Governor's declared emergency. No action is 
needed on your part regarding the work search.”  7

 
This lack of guidance has left many claimants confused about whether Covid exemptions apply 
to them. The selection of comments from unemployment-focused Facebook groups for 
Louisianans reflect many claimants’ frustrations with the work-search requirements, and with the 
difficulty of knowing whether or not they are complying with 
unemployment benefit program rules. 
 
The Covid exemptions to work search do nothing for people who 
had the misfortune to lose their job just before the pandemic but 
face the same severely constrained labor market as everyone else. 

 
“The work search should be cancelled and continue to be 
waived because it’s not healthy for the environment and it 
puts more tension on the fellow Americans and minorities 
who are already suffering.”  

- Louise Francis, unemployed banquet cook from the 
Sheraton Hotel, Step Up Louisiana Member 

 
Work-search requirements carry public health risks 
Pushing unemployed workers back into the workforce before the pandemic is fully controlled 
runs counter to critical public health goals. Of the few jobs available, many require interacting 
with the public (grocery stores, gas stations, fast food restaurants, etc.). Yet getting the 
pandemic under control remains the key to getting people back to work. Until the pandemic is 
truly controlled, many of Louisiana’s unemployed workers will simply need to stay home — 
regardless of when they lost their job — for the wellbeing of Louisiana as a whole. Accessible 
unemployment benefits are an essential part of supporting those workers while they fulfill their 
civic responsibilities by complying with the best advice of public health 
authorities. 
 
Forcing work search requirements on unemployed workers now, while 
Covid-19 continues to threaten the health of our communities and to stall 
our economic recovery is not the policy Louisiana needs. 
 

“If we want to get out of this as quickly as possible, it’s critical 
that as many people stay home as possible. Canceling the work 
search will allow that to happen.” 

- T. Cole Newton, owner, 12 Mile Limit and The Domino 
 

7 “Frequently Asked Questions about COVID-19,” Louisiana Workforce Commission, accessed August 18, 
2020, http://www.laworks.net/FAQs/FAQ_COVID-19_QandA.asp#answer_9. 
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For all of these reasons, we urge you to cancel Louisiana’s work search requirements 
immediately, to make sure that vital unemployment assistance is as accessible as possible for 
Louisianans who are out of work through no fault of their own. 
 
We also appreciate the willingness to meet with advocates that you expressed in your August 
13th press conference, and request a meeting to discuss the issues we raise in this letter. 
 
Sincerely, 
Jan Moller 
Executive Director, Louisiana Budget Project 
 
Neva Butkus 
Policy Analyst, Louisiana Budget Project 
 
Daniel Mintz 
Policy Advocate, Louisiana Budget Project 
 
Ashley Shelton 
Executive Director, The Power Coalition for Equity and Justice 
 
Ben Zucker 
Director, Step Up Louisiana 
 
Caleb Holmes 
Covid-19 Job Loss Organizer, Step Up Louisiana 
 
Luz M. Molina 
Clinical Professor and Director, Workplace Justice Project at Loyola College of Law Clinic 
 
Erika Zucker 
Policy Advocate, Workplace Justice Project at Loyola College of Law Clinic 
 
  



Attachment: Facebook comments reacting to work search requirements 
 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 


