Living Wage Sub-committee notes

10-23-06

Group focused on editing Community Change Paper and “Proposals for Change” as
possible recommendations on page 2. The following is the draft as of 10-23. Edits will
continue to be made.

The Livable Wage Community Change Paper
Ray and Nancy MacNair

TERMS: Persuasive action can be taken in a variety of ways. First, the term "poverty"
has various definitions, but it is synonymous with "living below the living wage." Father
John Ryan established this definition in 1906, on a stimulus of Pope Leo XIII. It is nota
"socialist" agenda. It is simply the moral thing to do to raise all wages to the living wage
(being able to pay the basic expenses for survival in a small family). Other expressions
used for this are "family supportive wage and benefits," “family sustainable wages,”
“survivability wage,” “self sufficiency standards” (Footnote no. 1), or "worker friendly
compensation."

CONSEQUENCES OF POVERTY: Second, the options below the family supportive
wage are simply not healthy for the community:

1) dependence on governmental benefits

2) working 60-90 hours per week at, perhaps, two or three jobs

3) going hungry or homeless or both

4) selling or stealing things illegally.

It has been documented that these options generally lead to higher rates of illness
(Footnote 2) and incarceration (Footnotes 3 and 4), and are expensive and harmful to the
community. Family breakup is just one of the consequences, but it leads to the cycle of
poverty. Each of the above options results in mutual disrespect within the family.
Children do not get the attention they need, and parents have incentives to move away
from each other. Children often lack preparation and support for school, leading to poor
education and high dropout rates. Children grow up feeling abandoned, without the
possibility of gaining attention from legitimate sources (Footnote 5).

RESULTS FROM WAGE CAMPAIGNS: Third, a number of the arguments against
pushing for raises in the minimum wage in the direction of the living wage are, overall,
inaccurate. For example, it has been found that the states which have recently raised the
minimum wage have not experienced reductions in new business development or
reductions in available jobs. On the contrary, with new money flowing among the lowest
wage workers, local retail and small businesses are doing better, new jobs are created
(Footnote 6), and government revenues from sales taxes are on the rise. There is a great
deal of evidence supporting the idea that workers become better employees when they are
treated with respect, including respect in their wages and benefits. They become more
dependable, more thoughtful on the job and helpful in promoting efficiency, with less
turnover, thus reducing training costs to the business or public institution (Footnote 7). In
other words, respect by the employer generates respect by the employee.

JOBS IN ATHENS-CLARKE COUNTY: Fourth, Department of Labor data show 33
occupational categories in which a significant majority of workers in Clarke County are
paid below the living wage level. At the same time, average wage levels for jobs in the



county are higher than in surrounding counties. So the question, then, becomes “why
does the county have such a high level of poverty?” The answer is, over 27,000 of the
county’s 66,000 jobs, in most cases the higher level jobs, are held by residents of the
surrounding counties. It may also be true that some of the low wage jobs in surrounding
counties are held by residents of Clarke County. Because of this arrangement, we are
skeptical that economic development activities alone will make a difference in the
county’s poverty level. A large proportion of the higher paying jobs will be held by
people who reside elsewhere. Progress can be made, however, by raising the levels of the
lowest paying jobs. (http://explorer.dol.state.ga.us/mis/wages2005/lda//TOC029.htm).
(http://explorer.dol.state.ga.us/mis/profiles/Counties/clarke.pdf)

CONNECTIONS AMONG THE ISSUES: Fifth, most of the issues raised in the PPA
are dependent in some degree on higher wages: child and dependent care, housing,
transportation, health and mental health services, education and training. People with
low incomes will only be able to access these programs if wages and benefits are more
substantial.

PROPOSALS FOR CHANGE:

We propose that the PPA Steering Committee should ask the conveners to pursue the
following campaigns to raise wages:

1) The largest employer in Athens-Clarke County is the University of Georgia. They
have a budget of over 1.4 billion dollars. Yes, they have many fixed expenditures, but
they also have budgets all over the university that are can be manipulated, as evidenced in
the cuts made during the last recession. We recommend that (a) $11.55 be promoted in
the U. as the minimum wage, resulting in an annual income of $24,000. We also
recommend that (b) auxiliary services which maintain full time and year-round workers
should not treat them as “temporary” workers, but as "regular payroll" people with full
benefits. We recommend that (c) health benefits be made affordable to the lowest paid
employees in the university and that (d) those who are truly "temporary" employees be
paid at a minimum of $14 per hour, so that they are more likely to afford health care. At
the same time, (e) employees classified as temporary should receive social security
benefits, not the GDCP funds (Footnote 8) which takes money from the workers, but to
which the University does not contribute. This may require a change in state law.
Meanwhile, when workers leave, they should routinely be notified of their right to
request their GDCP fund. Finally, we propose that (f) the University avoid outsourcing
any routine jobs to contracted companies.

2) A statewide survey has been conducted by the UGA Survey Research Center, asking
for public opinion on the idea of raising the minimum wage in the state. Three
questions provided rather compelling evidence: (a) “Do you think the minimum wage
should be increased?” 89.7% said, “yes.” (b) “To what level do you think they should be
raised?” (options provided). 68.7% responded at the level of $7 per hour or higher,
including 45.9% at the level of $7.50. And (c) “Would a candidate's position on this issue
affect how you vote?” 53.8% said, “yes.”

We propose that the PPA conveners and steering committee look at the results of this
survey, and add their voices to the members of the legislature who might consider
making such a change. Each of the partners in the PPA can be advocates for a minimum
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wage of $7 per hour or more, beginning with the Clarke County Commission’s session
with the new legislative delegation.

3) The Chamber of Commerce is in a pivotal position in terms of being able to a)
educate their membership, large and small businesses, on the advantages of respectful
wages and benefits--advantages to the business, to the family, and to the community at
large. The work of a range of economists (e.g., Robert Pollin; David Reynolds) can be
tapped to support this effort. Businesses that pay numbers of their workers above the
living wage, with benefits, can be used as models for those who pay numbers of workers
below the living wage. Economists have shown that higher wages and benefits are
associated with more dependable work forces, more thoughtful, more productive
workers. Also, lower rates of turnover, which save the expenses of recruitment and
training of new workers, are related to higher wages and benefits. The Chamber could
urge companies to follow the lead of those companies who do pay more and cut turnover.
Toyota and Nucor are examples of companies that have established highly respectful
practices (Footnote 9). Also, companies that provide child care could be models.

We propose that the Chamber can work to influence the major industries in Athens-
Clarke County to b) give preference to participants in the workforce committee’s
programs when respectable jobs at the blue collar level become available. At this time,
a number of businesses hire a majority of their employees from outside the county. At
this time, "networking" when jobs become available, favors people outside the county.
To a great extent, this is a racial issue. Preferences given to whites are not acceptable,
and the transition to in-county hires can make a huge difference. Industries could partner
with agencies working on job skills and other workforce issues.

Finally, we propose that the Chamber and the University of Georgia could develop a
partnership in negotiating with and c) training business leaders, especially small
business leaders, in their styles of management regarding employee sustainability. A
key factor in worker anxiety is job security. A key factor in management relates to the
various ways of expressing respect for their workers. These practices lead to greater
dependability among workers, lower rates of turnover, and lower cost to the employer in
management of workers. For evidence, see David Sirota’s The Enthusiastic Employee,
among others. We urge the Chamber and UGA to develop a training module on this
issue. Peer-to-peer training may be a model to follow. There are costs to the business, for
example, from employee turnover, to as much as 15% of budget, with rates of turnover
going as high as 70% per year.

In looking at the “Explorer” charts in the Department of Labor statistics, as noted above,
we have counted 33 subcategories of occupations whose median pay is consistently
below the “family supportive wage”. Many are paid far below the “survivability” (family
supportive) level. Thousands of workers (probably 18,000), many of whom are in small
businesses, are paid at “disrespectful” levels. Many of the higher paying jobs are
undoubtedly held by residents of other counties. Small businesses within the county can
learn how to manage with higher levels in wages and benefits, just as the Costco
Company has done in other parts of the country. The workers in these cases can stay as
residents within the county.

4) The Athens-Clarke County government has privatized a number of their full-time,
year-round workers to private contractors. As in the case of the University,



professionalism and effectiveness are not the issue (as suggested in arguments for
privatization). Rather, it is cheap labor. As suggested by Si Kahn (Footnote 10),
however, privatization can be harmful to the community in that it distances the
employees from respectful consideration by the government. It is true that state law
prohibits local governments from establishing policies for such contractors which would
affect wages or benefits. There is no legal impediment, however, to terminating the
contracts and bringing the employees back into the county payroll. They could then be
paid respectful wages and benefits, as are other employees in the county government.

5) The Athens Regional Medical Center and St. Mary’s Hospital could do better.
We propose that they pay their cleaners, food service workers, and other low wage
workers at living wage levels, but they would have to change their policy of acquiring
major resources for building expansions, their compensation at the higher levels of staff,
and related operational expenses that are deemed unnecessary.

6) Board of Education. Likewise, we propose that efforts be made to raise wages and
benefits of the workers, such as custodians and bus drivers, to the living wage level with
benefits.

7) Family Connections. Finally, we propose that the 80 social agencies that are
members of this collaborative be directed to raise their workers, including clerical and
service workers, bookkeepers and record keepers, to living wage levels with benefits.

Overall, we seriously believe that the "disrespected" sectors of the Athens-Clarke County
population can be positively impacted by raising wages and by the increased availability
of jobs with respectful wages and benefits. Parenting, family cohesion, health status,
rates of neighborhood chaos and incarceration rates could all be improved, thus making it
more possible for workforce development activities to be fruitful. Under current
conditions, these activities will continue to be difficult, if not impossible. There is a
cycle there, and the cycle needs to be broken.
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