Supervisor Aims to Find Jobs for Disabled, Homeless
By Jo Stanley 
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Supervisor Michela Alioto-Pier is starting a new campaign to cut down on rampant unemployment among disabled and homeless people by offering businesses that hire them a payroll tax credit, under a legislative proposal now before the Board of Supervisors.

Ms. Alioto-Pier, who uses a wheelchair herself and already has sparked accommodations to the physical setup of the legislative chamber, says she still hears stories of insensitivity among prospective employers or even disparaging remarks about avoiding "that sort of people."

Her proposed law would eliminate the current 1.5 percent payroll tax levied on employees' salaries whenever companies employee people from a pool of applicants who qualify for certain disabled or homeless benefits.

She cites figures showing that only 35 percent of disabled people have full- or part-time jobs nationwide, although two-thirds of the unemployed would like to work. With San Francisco's 19 percent disabled population, that translates to tens of thousands who have been left out of the job market.

For the City's estimated 6,000-person homeless population, the percentages are harder to track down, as the supervisor's staff members concede, but they argue that the government as well as the individuals involved will benefit if people can get off assistance.

A major question yet to be answered, however, is how much the plan would cost the City each year – something Budget Analyst Harvey Rose will try to tackle before the ordinance gets its first public hearing after a month or so. Similar measures have been proposed recently – and in the case of a bioscience tax credit, accepted – but they are trying to spur economic development that could offset some of the revenue loss.

Jesse Blout, head of workforce and economic development under Mayor Gavin Newsom, said he would need to hear more specifics about the proposal but likes the idea of tailoring tax policies to fit the City's socioeconomic priorities.

Susan Mizner, who heads the Mayor's Office on Disabilities, said the ultimate benefit might lie in opening up new education and communication on a subject that often goes unaddressed because it makes people uncomfortable. She notes that when the Federal Americans with Disabilities Act was passed in the 1990s, disabled residents eschewed hiring preferences because they didn't want to be viewed as charity cases.

But with virtually no progress on employment since then, she added, there's a new willingness to experiment with incentives. "I think everyone's very eager to see what impact this might have," she said.

Ms. Alioto-Pier said the variety of disabilities people deal with makes it hard for them to come together and organize, but that's what they need to do. "The disabled community also has to become more visible," she concluded.
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