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Making progress on paid family and 
medical leave policies in the South
(StatePoint) Paid Family 

and Medical Leave (PFML) 
and paid sick leave help work-
ers maintain their livelihoods 
while taking care of themselves 
and their families. And now, 
several states in the South have 
begun to expand worker access 
to these critical benefits.

On January 20, the Economic 
Policy Institute’s EARN in the 
South network — a coalition of 
Southern policy, research and 
grassroots organizations — held 
a virtual press conference high-
lighting 2026 opportunities to 
expand paid leave policies in 
Southern states.

In particular, Virginia is poised 
to become the first state in the 
South to enact comprehensive 
paid family and medical leave 
legislation. Speakers celebrated 
the promise of Virginia’s pro-
posed legislation and noted that 
for too long, Southern states 
have fallen behind as states 
in other regions have begun 
to implement comprehensive 
paid leave programs.

“At some point throughout 
our lives, all of us will need 
time off work to care for a loved 
one or receive care ourselves. 
Whether you are welcoming a 
new child, caring for an aging 
parent, or going through cancer 
treatment, you shouldn’t have 
to worry about missing a pay-
check or even losing your job,” 
said Feroza Freeland, policy 
director at A Better Balance.

The press conference, which 

included paid leave policy experts 
from A Better Balance, 9to5 and 
the National Collaborative for 
Infants and Toddlers, illustrat-
ed the importance of paid leave 
for Southern working families 
and small businesses, and the 
urgency of expanding paid leave 
to improve maternal health. It 
was also a celebration of recent 
breakthroughs, including paid 
parental and sick leave policies 
in states like Alabama, Georgia 
and Texas, demonstrating the 
fertile ground for more paid 
leave policies to progress in 
other parts of the region.

“Southern workers should 
not be forced to choose between 
their livelihood and the health 
and well-being of themselves or 
their loved ones,” said Keesa 
Smith-Brantley, executive di-
rector of Arkansas Advocates 
for Children and Families.

Experts emphasize that paid 
leave policies are not only good 
for individuals and families, 
they’re good for business and 
the economy. To advocate for 
paid family and medical leave 
policies in your state and across 
the country, sign up with the 
National Collaborative for In-
fants & Toddlers at ncit.org.

“A state-run paid family and 
medical leave program would 
level the playing field for small 
businesses, allowing them to 
better compete with big busi-
nesses that can afford to of-
fer this benefit,” said Rachel 
Shanklin, Georgia director for 
Small Business Majority. “Ad-
ditionally, paid leave enhanc-
es productivity and improves 
workplace morale. Offering 
paid leave isn’t just the right 
thing to do — it also makes 
good business sense.”
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It’s not too late to protect your
baby from RSV this season

(StatePoint) Respiratory 
syncytial virus (RSV) is spread-
ing across the country, but it’s 
not too late to take steps to pro-
tect babies from severe illness 
associated with the virus.

While it is true that by age 2, 
nearly 100% of children will be 
infected with RSV, for many, the 
illness can be severe – potentially 
leading to other infections like 
bronchiolitis and pneumonia – 
and even life threatening. In fact, 
RSV is the leading cause of infant 
hospitalization. The youngest 
infants, children born prema-
turely, and those with chronic 
lung disease, weakened immune 
systems, congenital heart dis-
ease and other conditions, are 
most at risk of severe infection. 
However, of children hospital-
ized due to RSV, 75% were born 
at full term with no underlying 
conditions, making precautions 
important for everyone.

As part of a campaign to help 
keep all infants and young chil-
dren healthy, the American Lung 
Association, in partnership with 
Sanofi, is sharing these insights 
about RSV with parents, expect-
ant parents, and caregivers of 
infants:

Multiple forms of protection 
are available and work right 
away: Fortunately, there are safe 
and proven-effective methods 

to dramatically reduce severe 
illness from RSV. For most in-
fants, the U.S. Centers for Dis-
ease Control recommends one 
of these forms of protection:

• Throughout the season, in-
cluding February and March, 
an RSV preventive antibody is 
recommended for all infants 
younger than 8 months old and 
born during or entering their 
first RSV season, and young chil-
dren between 8 and 19 months 

at increased risk for severe RSV 
symptoms, including children 
with chronic lung disease. Pre-
ventive antibodies are not vac-
cines, but rather proteins that 
mimic the immune system’s 
naturally produced antibodies to 
help fight off harmful viruses. A 
single dose provides protection 
for at least five months.

• An RSV vaccination given 
during weeks 32-36 of preg-

nancy. This option is recom-
mended earlier in the season, 
from September through Jan-
uary. Protection lasts about six 
months after birth.

Protection is effective: Winter 
2024-2025 was the first RSV sea-
son with widespread availability 
of both the preventive antibody 
and vaccination, resulting in a 
significant decrease in infant 
hospitalizations. A CDC analy-
sis of RSV hospitalization rates 
among two surveillance groups 
from October 2024 through Feb-
ruary 2025 found hospitaliza-
tion rates 45% and 52% lower 
for infants 0-2 months during 
peak RSV season and 28% and 
43% lower for those 0-7 months 
old, compared to 2018 rates. 
Despite this encouraging trend, 
RSV is circulating nationwide 
with hospitalizations increasing 
especially in infants less than 
1, making it important to take 
recommended preventive steps 
and discuss immunization with 
your healthcare provider.

Symptoms to watch out for: 
RSV symptoms are not usually 
severe right away, however, they 
may become more severe a few 
days after symptoms begin and 
can be unpredictable. Call your 
healthcare provider if your child 
is having difficulty breathing, 
not drinking enough, or their 
symptoms are getting worse.

You can help prevent spread-
ing RSV: RSV is spread person 
to person through sneezing and 
coughing; by touching objects such 
as toys or doorknobs that have 
the virus on them; or through 
direct contact, like when kiss-
ing a baby while sick with RSV. 
Taking these everyday preven-
tative actions can help stop the 
spread of RSV:

• Avoiding close contact with 
sick people

• Covering your coughs and 
sneezes with a tissue

• Washing your hands often with 
soap and water for 20 seconds

• Cleaning frequently touched 
surfaces

• Staying home and avoiding 
close contact with others when 
you are sick, including keeping 
your distance from babies even 
if you are mildly ill

• Avoiding shared cups, bot-
tles or toys

• Improving indoor air quality
For more information about 

RSV in babies, visit https://www.
lung.org/rsv.
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ACROSS
1 “God bless 

you, please, __ 
Robinson”

4 Subterranean 
lava

9 “Stop!,” at sea
14 Feel queasy
15 Rumored Roswell 

visitor
16 Courage
17 Egg cells
18 *Celebration of 

Mexico’s victory 
in the Battle of 
Puebla

20 Swab again, as 
a deck

22 Cold War rival of 
the KGB

23 Jr.’s practice 
exam

24 *Only woman to 
serve as prime 
minister of India

28 Going solo
29 Sobbing
33 Refute
35 Big bang letters
37 Alabama civil 

rights march city
38 UVA’s athletic 

org.
39 *Evaluates
42 Special __
43 Litter member
45 Part of a 

semicolon
46 One of a deadly 

septet
47 “That’s 100% 

true”
50 “__, Macduff”: 

Shakespeare
52 *Punxsutawney 

Phil’s big moment
56 Green curry 

cuisine
59 Maker of small 

kitchen gadgets
60 Witherspoon of 

“Legally Blonde”
61 “So glad you’ve 

returned!,” or a 
feature of the 
answer to each 
starred clue?

65 Male sheep
66 Trojan War tale
67 City whose 

airport is named 
for 24-Across

68 Stockholm-to-
Helsinki dir.

69 Book identifier
70 Basic skateboard 

jump
71 Aykroyd of 

“Ghostbusters”

DOWN
1 Native New 

Zealander
2 Torn asunder
3 Joined a mosh pit
4 Apple on a 

teacher’s desk, 
perhaps

5 Boxer 
Muhammad

6 Gimlet liquor
7 Muslim pilgrim’s 

destination
8 Name as a 

successor
9 Michigan in 

Chicago, e.g.: 
Abbr.

10 One who’s long 
in the tooth?

11 Pitiful interjection
12 High-protein 

bean
13 Bouncy gait
19 Miami-__ County
21 Like an otter’s fur
25 Not on board with
26 Gp. after 

millennials
27 Door fastener
30 Struggled to gain 

traction
31 Pros who cry 

“out” loud?
32 __-in first-out
33 Start of the day
34 Sound return

36 Actor Danson
39 Stimulus
40 Marketed
41 Snowbird ski 

resort state
44 Coherent
46 Premier seating 

area
48 Rapid growth 

period
49 Union suit?
51 Little terrier
53 Prestigious 

prize with six 
categories

54 Lotus pose, for 
one

55 Southernmost 
nation on 
the Arabian 
Peninsula

56 Ninny
57 Prefix with pad
58 Settled on a 

perch
62 Poem of  

homage
63 Bailiff’s first  

word
64 Greek letter X
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