


CHRIS TILLY

144

and 70 additional municipal campaigns, plus more than 20 campus cam-
paigns, are currently underway (ACORN 2004). The scope and provisions
of the ordinances vary, but all mandate companies receiving contracts or,
in some cases, subsidies from local governments to pay wages well above
the federal minimum. The coalitions pushing for these ordinances have
also varied, but almost all have linked community organizations with la-
bor unions.
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job. . . . The jobs were no good.” Activists in Baltimore’s BUILD, an alliance
of primarily African American church congregations, reached similar con-
clusions by a somewhat different route. After demanding subsidies for
housing and education in the late 1980s, according to Arnie Graf, East Coast
director of the Industrial Areas Foundation (BUILD’s parent organization),
“We came to realize that we could not subsidize our way out of the crisis. .
. . We had to get to the root of it. We had to deal with people’s work and
wages.” (Fine 2001: 64).

Even having decided to deal with job quality, it took BUILD some time
to target living wages, and still more time to pursue a living wage ordi-
nance. “No one sits there a priori and says, ‘well, what we need is a living
wage,’” commented Jonathan Lange, BUILD’s lead organizer. “It got in-
vented in the middle of action and reflection and relating to another group,
relating to AFSCME and relating to another group of workers, like low-
wage custodians. We’d already done 500 one-on-one meetings with low-
wage workers before we’d invented this thing.” (Walsh 2000: 1604). BUILD’s
initial tack, in 1993, was to demand a “new social compact,” including a
living wage, from large employers such as hotels, restaurants, and univer-
sities that received subsidies from the city. But the hotels refused to agree to
a living wage, and the city declined to withdraw subsidies from these busi-
nesses. Meanwhile, BUILD’s discussions with AFSCME pushed them in a
different direction. AFSCME, a public-sector union, was acutely concerned
about the national trend toward privatizing public services by subcontracting
them. Privatization moved workers out of the union’s bargaining unit and
dispersed them among many contractors, making them difficult to unionize.
Moreover, since contracts were awarded on the basis of the cost of bids, bar-
gaining for higher wages or benefits could result in the loss of the contract,
Ken Jacobs told me.

AFSCME was anxious to find a way to block contractors from competing
on the basis of low wages. Thus, BUILD leaders “discovered that the city
itself was a major source of contracts for low-wage jobs” (Fine 2001: 65). In
1994, as Mayor Kurt Schmoke and city council president Mary Pat Clarke
both prepared to run for the mayoralty, BUILD asked both of them to endorse
a living wage ordinance covering city contractors—and both agreed.

At the time, Baltimore’s new law simply looked like one of a number of
similar initiatives. ACORN’s Kern remarked, “I don’t remember specifi-
cally looking at Baltimore at the time. We’re looking more [at] Baltimore
now than we did then.” ACORN itself was pursuing a “good jobs and first
source ordinance” in San Jose, California, during 1993–1994 and had al-
ready begun living wage organizing in Chicago and St. Paul, Minnesota, as
well. Des Moines, Iowa, had imposed a $7 per hour wage requirement for
jobs created in projects with city urban renewal or loan funds as early as
1988. Gary, Indiana, in 1991 required recipients of tax abatements to pay
the prevailing wage (i.e., the one set by union contracts in the relevant in-
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dustry) (ACORN 2004). Washington, D.C., even had a citywide minimum
wage. And although the Baltimoreans had revived the term “living wage,”
they certainly had not invented it; it had been in currency in the United
States since trade unions made it part of their program in the 1870s, more
than one hundred years earlier (Glickman 1997).

Yet something was different about the Baltimore victory. According to
Kern, three things made it distinctive: the high- profile campaign, the tying
of wage requirements to service contracts rather than subsidies, and the
fact that “they were the first ones with the obvious coalition: labor and
religious groups.” The strategy spread. One more living wage law passed
in 1995, then two in 1996, but then the explosion began, with eight in 1997,
eleven in 1998, and fourteen in 1999.

The appeal was clear: “people were winning,” according to Kern. The
issue was readily understandable, media friendly, and could effectively unite
disparate groups; and, Kern said, “having a law to push for gave you a nice
time line and a sense of urgency.” It was not simply that the demand was a
popular one. It provided a winnable version of the corporate-accountabil-
ity strategy that community organizers had been pursuing for ten years.
Meanwhile, in the labor movement, a reform slate headed by John Sweeney
had been elected to lead the AFL-CIO in 1995, pledging to revive organiz-
ing, revitalize the Central Labor Councils (CLCs, the largely moribund units
that aggregated unions in each metropolitan area), and build ties to com-
munities. “We started to position the living wage as a campaign that would
link the CLCs to the community,” said Kern.

One reason that “people were winning” was that opposition was, on the
whole, muted, Paul Sonn said. Opponents wrote op-eds and lobbied city
councils, but massive advertising campaigns designed to swing public
opinion were rare. One reason for this, of course, was the small number of
people covered by the proposed laws. This was demonstrated by ACORN’s
attempts in 1996–1997 to use ballot initiatives to win broader citywide mini-
mum wage increases, which were met by well-funded countercampaigns,
including $50,000 ads produced by the National Restaurant Association and
customized for each locality. With the exception of New Orleans, ACORN’s
ballot initiatives were defeated , Kern said.

If winnability and a good fit with the existing strategies of community
organizations and unions help explain why the living wage strategy spread
so quickly, what can be said about how it spread? Much of the spread took
place through what McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (2001) call diffusion, “the
transfer of information along established lines of interaction” (333). For
example, for ACORN, with chapters in forty-five cities, “The process was
kind of organic. Once we figured out that we were winning, other places
tried it. We didn’t tell people to do it, but we passed the word. Then we did
a purposeful push. . . . We did it in every city where it made sense,” said
Kern. ACORN also produced an internal resource guide for living wage
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organizations, civil rights groups, alliances of service providers, housing
activists, and broad progressive groups. Reynolds (2002: 155) lists seventy-
eight partners in the Chicago coalition. But as Kern commented, “A lot of
times one player drives the process.” In Boston, an early fact sheet lists
twenty-three coalition members. Yet press coverage from 1996 forward, with
the exception of one reference to “many Teamsters locals,” refers only to
three principals: the Massachusetts AFL-CIO, the Greater Boston Central
Labor Council, and ACORN. Similarly, legal service attorney Monica Halas’s
conversational account of the Boston campaign only mentioned these three
actors.

Typically the leadership core includes labor unions and community-based
organizations such as ACORN. But ACORN’s public profile on the issue is
much higher than that of the labor movement. ACORN houses the Living
Wage Resource Center, and spokespeople from ACORN and other com-
munity organizations are widely quoted in media accounts. Whereas
ACORN’s home page has a prominent link to the living wage section of its
Web site, a search for “living wage” on the AFL-CIO Web site turns up a
spotty set of hits, mostly short news items or statements in support of vari-
ous living wage campaigns.

Why do community organizations outshine labor groups in public dis-
cussion of living wage activism? The anti–living wage Employment Poli-
cies Institute (2002) maintains that unions are using community groups as
a front: “Labor unions. . . provide tens of millions of dollars [a figure that
by all accounts is grossly exaggerated] to pay for the groups on the ‘front
lines’ of the movement.” But the reality is far more complex. Living wage
campaigns are a heterogeneous mix. Living wage attorney Paul Sonn sug-
gested a three-category taxonomy for such campaigns:

1. Organizing-oriented campaigns anchored by a community organiza-
tion—most often ACORN or an affiliate of the Industrial Areas Foun-
dation network, such as BUILD.

2. Union-led campaigns specifically designed to facilitate union organiz-
ing.

3. More-limited campaigns that do not have organizing as a goal. These
are typically organized by local activists in smaller cities.

Since unions lead “type 2” campaigns, it is worth describing this type in
more detail. The main unions to adopt this approach have been affiliates of
the Hotel and Restaurant Employees (HERE) and theSEIU (which repre-
sents large numbers of municipal employees and janitors, among others).
These are the two national unions most active in organizing new members
in general, and they also already had some history of developing locality-
based unionism strategies, such as the SEIU’s metropolitan-area-wide Jus-
tice for Janitors campaigns. One living wage advocate referred to union-led





LIVING WAGE LAWS IN THE UNITED STATES

153

goals that are quite small in order to ensure winnability. They expect to add
members one at a time—the key tools are door knocking and house meet-
ings—and to only recruit as members a minority in any given community.

Given the divergent orientations of labor and community organizers, it
is not surprising that community activists were the first to embrace the
living wage. It is a small, winnable reform much like the ones community
organizations had been pursuing for decades. As a demand, it facilitates
building the kind of organizations community organizers are accustomed
to. For instance, as part of its ongoing work on living wage policies, BUILD
created the Solidarity Sponsoring Committee, a regionally based minority
union of low-wage workers, complete with dues and a bare-bones benefit
package, which attained seven hundred members. As Fine (1997: 31) points
out, “By community organizing standards, a 700–person membership is
quite respectable. . . . By labor union standards, it is still a modest size.”

Correspondingly, it is not surprising that unions did not initially seize
on the living wage. The movement’s incremental and locality-based mode
of winning worker protections was alien to most of the labor movement.
“In ’97 and ’98,” Kern said, “unions were saying, ‘Show us how this is in
our interest.’” Although the AFL-CIO had endorsed living wage ordinances,
the federation has no power to make CLCs or affiliates join coalitions or
take up particular issues. “Given labor’s imperative to add new members,”
Kern continued, “it’s understandable that organizing-focused labor lead-
ers were looking for the link between living wage and new member orga-
nizing. And while there are some strong examples out there, the connec-
tion is still more potential than realized.” San Francisco organizer Jacobs
added, “For unions thinking about a living wage campaign, several times
I’ve heard this objection: ‘If you raise wages, they won’t want unions.’”
Moreover, as a number of the interviewees confirmed, only a small fraction
of the U.S. labor movement actively engages in organizing on any signifi-
cant scale. Most union locals primarily concern themselves with serving
existing members.

Luce’s (2001) interviews with CLC officials involved in living wage cam-
paigns suggest that even in 2000, few unions participated to further orga-
nizing goals. Instead, most joined campaigns “because it’s the right thing
to do,” to cultivate their community ties and image, or to build political
power. Even so, Jacobs insisted that the San Francisco model is widely repli-
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lead to higher taxes, or that living wage ordinances will be extended to com-
panies receiving subsidies. In many cases, social service providers either op-
pose living wage laws or strive to gain exemptions from them, but in a few
areas (such as Dane County, Wisconsin), living wage activists have made com-
mon cause with service providers to win higher funding for social service
contracts at the same time that a living wage is imposed, according to Jacobs.
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actors such as the seven hundred low- wage Baltimore workers who formed
the Solidarity Sponsoring Committee, or the two thousand San Francisco
airport workers who joined unions.

Having rapidly won a large number of ordinances of limited scope, liv-
ing wage coalitions have begun to confront a familiar dilemma: they seek
to sharpen the “bite” of the laws, as Jacobs put it, but doing so invites stiffer
resistance. Preemption laws, in particular, threaten the momentum of the
movement by shifting the political terrain of struggle, negating living wage
advocates’ local-level advantage. While many living wage coalitions con-
tinue attempting to defend or extend living wage ordinances, in some
cases—as in Boston—the coalitions consolidated by living wage fights have
shifted their main focus to demands for other kinds of government regula-
tion of labor markets. The most lasting legacy of the U.S. living wage move-
ment is likely to be the creation of new networks linking labor and commu-
nity organizations.

chap8.p65 11/20/2004, 3:00 PM157


