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Essential Ohio Policy Agenda 
The COVID-19 pandemic has cast light on what “essential workers” have always known to be true: that 
the country relies on the work of essential workers for survival and well-being. Black, Latinx and other 
workers of color in Ohio are celebrated as essential workers while being disproportionately impacted 
by workplace health and safety issues. It is high time to ensure that essential workers, especially low-
income workers, are not only protected in times of crisis, but in times of stability as well. 
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Wages and compensation 
• Pass a $15/hour minimum wage.

• Secure hazard pay and proper compensation 
for essential workers, especially low-income 
workers, including establishing a statewide 
heroes fund for frontline essential workers. 
The heroes fund would allow essential workers 
who have worked on the frontlines during the 
pandemic to apply for and receive payments 
of at least $1,200 per worker, regardless of 
immigration status. This is consistent with 
the American Rescue Plan Act’s allocation of 
funding to state and local governments, which 

specified premium pay as one of four possible 
uses of the funds. 

• Close the gender wage gap. Decades of a 
stagnant gender wage gap mean that women, 
and the families supported by their income, 
have disproportionately lower incomes and 
are therefore at a disadvantage in facing the 
economic and health consequences of the 
ongoing pandemic. Providing protection 
against pay discrimination includes, but is not 
limited to, passing the Paycheck Fairness Act at 
the federal level and the Ohio Equal Pay Act in 
the state legislature.

It is high time to ensure that essential workers, especially low-income workers, 
are not only protected in times of crisis, but in times of stability as well. 

The Essential Ohio Coalition has prepared the following specific policy recommendations to federal, state, 
and local officeholders that prioritize the needs of essential workers and their families and ensure that their 
essential work is valued and well compensated long after the end of the pandemic. 
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• Create state and/or local Excluded Workers 
Fund to compensate undocumented 
workers who may have been impacted by 
unemployment, school closures, or other work 
interruptions but did not qualify for stimulus 
payments or unemployment benefits. 

• Make permanent the 2021 expanded, fully 
refundable child tax credit, which will lift millions 
of children of essential workers out of poverty. 

Health care 
• Ensure affordable and quality health care 

coverage for all essential workers regardless of 
immigration status. 

Family leave and child care 
• Institute universal paid sick leave. 

• Institute universal paid family and medical leave 
of at least 12 weeks for essential workers to 
care for themselves and their family members 
or other dependents.

• Provide direct support for child care, including 
funding for Head Start and child care centers 

with enrollment fees based on family income, 
and/or an increase in the child care subsidies 
for low-income families. 

• Ensure equitable funding for public schools, 
especially those that serve large numbers of 
children of low-income workers, including 
access to technology, ESL services for non-
English proficient students and families, and 
supplemental educational services for all 
children who require it.  

Enforcement and compliance 
• Establish health and safety standards that 

protect essential workers from COVID-19 
exposure, including providing paid safety and 
health training, worker participation in the 
creation and implementation of safety and 
health policies, and appropriate infectious 
disease controls, e.g. mandated social-
distancing, cleaning and disinfection protocol 
and personal protective equipment. These 
protocols should also include limiting the 
number of workers in shared transportation 
and housing, which has a particular impact on 
farmworkers.
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• Enforce anti-retaliation and whistleblower 
protections for workers who report unsafe 
and/or unhealthy working conditions or speak 
about them to government agencies, social 
service organizations, the news media, or on 
social media.

• Require employers to certify they are in 
compliance with workplace safety laws and 
other worker protections, including wage-and-
hour requirements and non-discrimination 
and anti-retaliation protections; and require 
that federal funding for any employers be 
contingent on such compliance. This includes 
providing information for guest workers about 
their employment rights.

• Increase the number of state wage and hour 
investigators in order to combat worker 
misclassification and enforce existing minimum 
wage, overtime, and prevailing wage laws.

• Increase state and federal civil rights and 
anti-discrimination investigators to address 
workplace discrimination and harassment 
against workers because of their gender, race, 
ethinicity, national origin, ablity and for other 
protected categories.

• Require training for state wage and hour, civil 
rights and other investigators on unique issues 
confronting guest workers, immigrants and 
other low-paid workers.

• Create or strengthen local and municipal labor 
standards compliance divisions within local 
and city governments. Fund community co-
enforcement partnerships to complement the 
labor compliance divisions. 

• Institute model policies at local and municipal 
government levels that strengthen worker 
protections within publicly funded labor supply, 
through policy related to taxation incentives 

such as the Columbus or Cincinnati Wage 
Enforcement Ordinances, or public institutional 
procurement policies such as the Good Food 
Purchasing Program.  

• Pass Ohio HB 187 requiring employers to 
provide pay stubs to their employees for each 
pay period.

• Pass the Protecting the Right to Organize 
(PRO) Act.

Employment status and 
classification 

• End misclassification of workers as 
independent contractors so that all essential 
workers can benefit from laws and policies that 
protect workers, including right to organize, 
minimum wage & overtime pay, workplace 
safety protections, and workers compensation 
benefits.

Immigration 
• Pass legislation that creates a pathway to 

citizenship for the 11 million undocumented 
people in the United States, including but not 
limited to:

 ɦ Passing the Citizenship for Essential 
Workers Act to create a path to 
legal residency and citizenship for 
undocumented essential workers, which 
will help eliminate disparities with the 
documented labor force and guarantee 
labor rights and equal access to other 
benefits enjoyed by other workers.

 ɦ Passing other broad-based and inclusionary 
immigration relief that will benefit low-
income immigrants and immigrants 
who are essential workers, including 
but not limited to the Dream and 
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Promise Act (DREAMers and Temporary 
Protected Status/Deferred Enforced 
Departure holders), the Farm Workforce 
Modernization Act, and the U.S. Citizenship 
Act.

• Pass state legislation to make driver’s licenses 
accessible for all, regardless of immigration 
status.

• End all formal and informal cooperation 
between local law enforcement agencies and 
federal immigration enforcement agencies (ICE 
and Border Patrol), including but not limited 
to ending the 287(g) agreement between 
ICE and Butler County and ending the use of 
immigration detainers to hold individuals in 
local jails at the request of ICE.

• Ensure that immigrant survivors of domestic 
violence, sexual assault and human trafficking 
have access to economic support. 

COVID-19 vaccine equity 
• Adequately fund and staff community health 

centers and community-based organizations 
working to promote vaccine access in low-
income communities and communities of color, 
including resources for language accessibility, 
particularly in areas where essential workers 
lack access to the vaccine.

• Require guestworker employers to make 
vaccination available to workers, provide them 
with time off to recuperate from vaccine side-
effects, and clearly state that no employer 
can prohibit any employee from accessing 
vaccination or any other medical services.

Acknowledgements

Essential Ohio is grateful for the work that essential workers 
have always done and will continue to do as we rebuild.

We acknowledge the sacrifice essential workers had to make 
during the COVID-19 crisis to not only keep their families afloat, 
but also to keep us safe. We continue to advocate alongside 
you to transform what’s possible for essential workers.

This policy agenda was written by Advocates for Basic Legal 
Equality with the support of the Essential Ohio Coalition. 
Essential Ohio is anchored by Justice for Migrant Women. 
Coalition members include: Advocates for Basic Legal Equality, 
Central Ohio Worker Center, Cincinnati Interfaith Workers 
Center, Cleveland Jobs with Justice, La Conexión, Ohio 
Immigrant Alliance and Policy Matters Ohio.

Essential Ohio expresses gratitude for the additional support 
from Esperanza United, the Raben Group and D&P Creative 
Strategies. Thanks to all of our supporters and allies, including 
our funding partners and the national Always Essential 
campaign. 


