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Good afternoon, Senator Tipping, Representative Roeder, and members of the Committee on 
Labor and Housing. My name is Kathy Kilrain del Rio, I use she/her pronouns, and you usually 
hear from me in my role at Maine Equal Justice. However, while Maine Equal Justice strongly 
supports this legislation, my testimony today is just from me as a resident of Portland who has 
experienced the need for paid leave who is in enthusiastic support of LD 1964 
 
A little more than six years ago, I spent every day for four weeks sitting in a small hospital room 
next to a small incubator in Maine Medical Center watching a tiny newborn struggle to learn to 
eat and grow. In my 35th week of pregnancy, my weekly prenatal appointment took a stressful 
turn. Ten minutes into the appointment, my doctor told us to go straight to the hospital 
because I had developed preeclampsia and was going to need to give birth early. We weren’t 
ready, but we had no choice. After a few days in the hospital trying to get my blood pressure 
under control, the doctors decided to perform an emergency c-section and Liam B came into 
this world.  
 
Due to complications, I missed all but 5 minutes of his first 24 hours. But after that, I spent 
every day by his side while he was in an incubator in the NICU with a tube in his nose so he 
could be fed. With wires hooked up to alarms. With monitors surrounding his tiny body. 
Sometimes when I held him, alarms would suddenly sound and nurses would come rushing in 
to see if he just accidentally lost a connection because he was a baby and didn't know to not 
pull on the wires or because something was seriously wrong. For the first three weeks, I 
couldn't even hold little Liam without asking permission to take him out of the incubator even 
when he was crying and clearly in need of comfort from his mom.  
 
Those four weeks and the following week in the Continuing Care Nursery were terrible, but I 
was extremely fortunate because I worked for an organization, the Maine Women’s Lobby – an 
organization with a very small staff, that understands the value and importance of paid leave. 
Throughout that ordeal, I never had to worry about work. I never had to worry that because I 
was in the hospital for days before giving birth, that I wouldn't be able to be with my baby 
when he was in the hospital or when he came home. I never had to worry that by being by his 
side, where I belonged and where he needed me, that we wouldn't be able to pay our rent or 
pay our medical bills, which were growing bigger every day, or buy food and put gas in the car. I 
didn't have to worry because I had paid leave. But in most of the rooms around me in the NICU, 
that wasn't the case. Many parents had to quickly return to work because they didn't have any 
paid leave and couldn't afford to take unpaid leave. Others with very little leave would save It 
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for when their little one came home from the hospital because at least in the hospital there 
were amazing nurses to care for them.  
 
Imagine that your baby was clinging to life, sometimes facing surgeries, always dealing with 
medical equipment and procedures, but you couldn't be there. Imagine a tiny baby lying alone 
in an incubator having to wait for nurses to come when they cry—and those nurses not always 
being able to come right away because they are always caring for multiple little ones. imagine 
trying to do your job while your baby—your heart—is in a hospital. That's the reality for most 
families because we don't have a paid leave system for all workers.  
 
And it didn't end in the NICU. When l would take a brief break to grab a bite in the cafeteria—
because you can't eat meals in your baby's room—there wasn't a day that went by when I 
didn't hear a family struggling to figure out how to care for a loved one when no one in the 
family could afford to be away from work. I vividly recall the four siblings who all had tears in 
their eyes as they tried to figure out if they could take out a loan to pay for their mother's care 
after a stroke because none of them had the ability to stay home from work. l remember the 
conversation I had with a father whose child was in the children's ward with a rare form of 
cancer, but neither he nor his wife could be there during the days because they didn't have any 
time off at work and had to go without pay on the days they had to meet with doctors. These 
tragedies are happening every single day in our hospitals and our homes.  
 
In my family alone, my sister once needed leave (which she took unpaid and causing much 
financial hardship) because she was hit by a drunk driver, my dad needed leave when my mom 
had an unexpected series of strokes in her forties, we needed leave as my grandmother clung 
to life days after experiencing a stroke when my grandfather, her husband of 66 years, passed 
away from a heart attack.  
 
This hit home again in the fall of 2018 when my father—our family’s rock and strength—
suddenly went into the hospital after seeing the last of several specialists about a pain in his 
side. Despite a clean bill of health at his physical just two months earlier, he was gravely ill. 
Several days after being admitted, we heard the terrible diagnosis—metastasized pancreatic 
cancer. They told us that with treatment he likely had less than 17 months to live. Until that 
week, my father was the primary caregiver for my mom who requires 24-hour care. My sister 
and I started running through all the ways we could support him and make sure Mom had the 
care she needed. But unfortunately, our hearts were all about to be crushed. One of the tests 
had affected my dad’s kidneys. His body was failing. A day later, with the help of Hospice, we 
took him home so his family and friends could say goodbye and sing many songs (his favorite 
thing to do aside from seeing his toddler grandson) to him in his final hours. Less than 48 hours 
later, he died at home with his family.   
 
That was the worst moment of my life. But once again, I was lucky. My employer, Maine Equal 
Justice, provides paid leave so I was able to be with my mom and sister as we grieved, as we 
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planned the funeral, and for another week and a half as we cared for my mom and made 
arrangements for her to be cared for when I had to go back to work. I didn’t have to worry 
about choosing between my mom’s well-being and being able to pay the mortgage on our new 
home or be sure I had heat for that home and food on the table for our then gigantic toddler.  
 
Life is filled with these challenges. And no one should have to choose between their 
commitment to their job and the needs of their family. A paid leave system is a proven 
solution. We know it can be successfully done because we have models to follow.  
 
This is also an issue of equity – gender equity, racial equity, and equity for people with 
disabilities or chronic illnesses. Women are more likely to be caregivers – for children and for 
aging parents or other family members. Consistently moving in and out of the workforce 
exasperates financial inequities for women. Workers with disabilities or chronic illnesses may 
need leave for themselves and they may also need their family to have access so they can help 
support their care when needed.1 Additionally, many workers with disabilities are also 
caregivers, too, and may need leave in order to provide care for those loved ones like all other 
workers. Because Black and Latinx workers are more likely to work in low paying jobs, only 43 
percent of Black workers and just 25 percent of Latinx workers have access to any paid parental 
leave and a majority of these same workers are either ineligible or unable to afford unpaid 
leave under FMLA.2 As others have highlighted, this is a factor that contributed to Maine’s racial 
and ethnic disparities for COVID-19, which were some of the worst in the nation.3 Hopefully we 
will never face another pandemic, but the reality is that we may and a strong paid family and 
medical leave program would make all Maine workers safer and better prepared to face a 
moment like we faced in 2020.4  
 
In today's economy, paid leave has become an imperative for families as well as our economy 
overall. It is a policy that not only keeps people working and sustains family income, but one 
that also sustains consumer buying power, supports local tax revenues, and lowers government 
expenditures on programs to support the unemployed and caregivers who have trouble 
addressing conflicts between work and life. 
 
The reality is that workers are human beings. At some point in our lives, we all experience the 
birth or adoption of a child, the death of a family member, disease, surgery, strokes or heart 
attacks, accidents, or other catastrophes because we are human. No matter your income, type 
of job, or employer, all workers should be able to access paid leave when needed. Please pass 
LD 1964 for the good of us all.  

 
1 https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/disability/news/2020/10/27/492351/disability-community-needs-
paid-family-medical-leave/  
2 https://www.clasp.org/publications/fact-sheet/paid-family-and-medical-leave-critical-low-wage-workers-and-
their-families  
3 https://www.pressherald.com/2020/06/21/maine-has-nations-worst-covid-19-racial-disparity/  
4 https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/coronavirus-puts-a-spotlight-on-paid-leave-policies/  
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