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Maine Women’s Policy Center releases roadmap for women’s economic security 
 

AUGUSTA— In a press conference where she announced the release of a set of policy 
recommendations to strengthen women’s economic security, Eliza Townsend, Executive Director of the 
Maine Women’s Policy Center (MWPC), said that there isn’t just one solution, which is why the 
organization examined twelve areas that affect the economic status of women and made state and 
federal policy recommendations for each.  
 
The guide is titled Building a Prosperous Maine: A Roadmap to Economic Security for Women and Their 
Families. Townsend emphasized that Maine can use common-sense, evidence-based solutions to 
strengthen our economy while investing our people by “bringing our workplace policies into the 21st 
century, meeting basic needs, ensuring that our children get a strong educational foundation and adults 
have the tools they need to support themselves, and making sure that all Maine people have access to 
the full range of health care services.”  
The group chose to release its recommendations today because it is Women’s Equality Day, the 
anniversary of the 19th Amendment, which established the right to vote for women in America. It is also a 
day when many focus on the work that continues to make sure women reach full equality.  
 
One policy highlighted during the press conference by Maine economist Susan Feiner was raising the 
minimum wage. More than six in ten minimum wage workers in Maine are women and 85% of Maine 
workers who would be impacted by raising the minimum wage are over 20 years old. The group 
recommends following the lead of states and municipalities across the country that have chosen to raise 
wages now – rather than wait for Congressional gridlock to come to an end. They suggest that in order to 
ensure the buying power of low-wage workers keeps pace with the cost of living, future increases in the 
minimum wage should be tied to inflation.  
 
Feiner went on to speak about how effective the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is for reducing poverty 
and helping struggling families. It also acts as an incentive to move into the workforce to increase income. 
MWPC recommends increasing the EITC and making it fully refundable.  
 
The book highlights that too many of Maine’s working families are living in poverty and offers several 
policy recommendations to bring our workplaces into the 21st century. Suggestions like expanding 
access to paid family and medical leave through a state paid leave fund and ensuring that all Mainers 
have the ability to earn paid sick days have begun to be adopted by states and municipalities around the 
country. In remarks, Robyn Merrill, co-chair of the Maine Working Families Coalition, said policies like 
these help “families meet their responsibilities at home and at work” – something that has become more 
difficult as more women have entered the workforce.  
 
MWPC suggests that Maine create a state paid leave fund into which employees pay a small amount 
each paycheck that they can then access if they need to take leave for the birth of a new child or to care 
for themselves or a close relative during an illness. The Family and Medical Leave Act, signed into law in 
1993, has allowed millions of Americans to take leave, but many more cannot afford to take unpaid leave, 
which is all the current law requires. Creating a state paid leave fund would allow more workers to take 
leave without putting more of a burden on employers to pay for it. The book references studies that have 
shown savings to business due to greater employee retention.  
 
More than 180,000 Mainers cannot earn even a single paid sick day. Merrill explained that in addition to 
this causing economic hardship for low-wage workers who cannot afford to take an unpaid day off, it is 
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also a public health concern that ultimately increases health care costs for our state. Those employees 
with some of the greatest contact with the public – food service workers, retail workers, and child & elder 
care workers – often have the least ability to take time off to get well because 80% of low-wage workers 
do not have any earned paid sick time. MWPC recommends that the state pass legislation that would 
allow all employees to earn at least five days of paid sick time each year.  
 
Recognizing the importance of a strong educational foundation for Maine children’s academic success, 
Paula Silsby of the Maine Early Learning Investment Group spoke about the value of investing in early 
childhood education programs like Head Start and home visiting. “We know that quality, consistent, 
individualized, and intentional instruction and support by highly-qualified professionals results in strong 
and healthy cognitive, social and emotional development,” said Silsby. She went on to explain that 
“pairing quality care with home visiting supports honors the parents as their child’s most important 
teacher, engages parents in their child’s learning development, reduces environmental risks, and ensures 
important connections to community services and resources.”  
 
Another policy area highlighted at the press conference was expanding access to a full-range of health 
care services. Andrea Irwin, co-chair of the Maine Women’s Health Campaign, emphasized that Maine 
has not fully reaped the benefits of the Affordable Care Act because of our failure to accept federal funds 
to expand MaineCare, Maine’s Medicaid program, so that more low-income Mainers can get basic 
preventative services, prescriptions, and care for chronic conditions. She also pointed out that without 
health insurance, an unexpected medical diagnosis or injury can send a family into poverty because of 
high medical costs.  
 
“For uninsured women in Maine, cost is a major barrier to care – over 51 percent of uninsured women 
have faced cost as an obstacle when seeking care, compared to only 16 percent of insured women,” 
explained Irwin. “Uninsured women utilize preventive services at lower rates; only 50 percent of uninsured 
women in Maine received a recommended mammogram compared to 78 percent of insured women.” 
 
Irwin expressed disappointment that Maine failed to pass legislation during this past legislative session 
that would have provided low-income women with greater access to family planning services and 
screenings like PAP tests and mammograms. She explained that conservative estimates indicate Maine 
would save as much $100,000 in the first year and nearly $2 million in three years through reduced costs 
from fewer unintended pregnancies and greater use of preventive care.  
 
Townsend said that she would like to have a robust conversation during this election cycle about the full-
range of issues that matter to Maine women, noting that “economic security--money--is the overarching 
issue that affects all other aspects of a woman’s life.  Whether she has money, and what she has to do to 
get money, determines her health, her ability to escape a violent relationship, her ability to chart her own 
future, and her children’s prospects as well.”  
 
A pdf of Building a Prosperous Maine: A Roadmap to Economic Security for Women and Their Families is 
available at http://www.mainewomenspolicycenter.org/.  
 
The Maine Women’s Policy Center is committed to improving the economic, social, and political status of 
women and girls in Maine through education, research, & public policy and leadership development. We 
are dedicated to creating equality for Maine’s women and girls in four focus areas: freedom from violence, 
freedom from discrimination, access to health care, and economic security. We are dedicated to creating 
equality for Maine’s women and girls. 
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