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Building a Ladder to Jobs and Higher Wages

A Report by the Working Group on New York City’s Low-wage Labor Market

I n September, 1998, a diverse group of policy analysts from government and non-profit organizations, representatives from business

and labor, job training specialists, and scholars from CUNY, Hofstra, and the New School began regularly meeting in Manhattan to
discuss the persistent problems of the city’s large low-wage population and to seek a fresh set of practical policy ideas for remedying
these problems. Dubbed the Working Group on New York City’s Low-Wage Labor Market, this group was convened by the
Community Service Society of New York, the Office of the New York City Comptroller and the Office of the New York State
Comptroller. Over the course of the next two years, they worked to produce a report that presents a wide-ranging set of
recommendations for public sector policy making in City Hall and Albany to expand economic opportunity for participants in the
city’s low wage labor market. The full report details a host of practical steps that can be taken to create more jobs, expand training
and educational opportunities, and ensure that work is a path out of poverty. This executive summary provides an overview of the
major findings and recommendations of the full report (available online at: www.buildingaladder.org).
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worker now constitute nearly half (47.3 percent) of the city’s poor families with children. Measured by this report’s standard of
income adequacy, 150 percent of the federal poverty line, nearly one-third (32.9 percent) of New York’s working families do not have
a sufficient income.
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initiatives can also provide incentives for private sector job creation and create the environment necessary for sustainable growth over
the long term. To fulfill the public sector’s responsibilities in job creation, state and local economic policy needs to perform a complex
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the Garment Industry Development Corporation, the New York New Media Association, the New York Software Industry
Association or the Greenpoint Manufacturing and Design Center.

Establish Industrial Districts that will support the development of manufacturing clusters.

With a quarter million jobs and a large number of growing, profitable firms, manufacturing is a particularly important source of
living-wage job opportunities for workers in the low-wage job market. However, a shortage of affordable industrial space and the
expansion of commercial and residential uses in industrial areas is forcing many firms to close shop or leave the city. Special
industrial districts in parts of Long Island City, industrial areas near the Brooklyn waterfront, and other active manufacturing
areas can provide a focus for integrated strategies that combine zoning protections, infrastructure improvements and industrial
development incentives. Cities such as Chicago, which has developed a manufacturing strategy that is focused on designated
industrial corridors, can provide models for a New York strategy.

Connect new technology and commercial centers to the low-wage workforce. Growing technology and office industries,
encouraged by efforts such as the city’s Digital NYC program and the Group of 35 convened by Senator Charles Schumer,
provide an opportunity to establish thriving employment centers outside of Manhattan’s Central Business District. These
technology and commercial activities can be a rich source of job opportunities for the low-wage workfo
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Establish a Council for the 21* Century, with leadership from the top levels of both the public and private
sectors, to develop strategic priorities and provide program coordination and technical assistance.

Link key sectors with the city’s higher education system. Over a hundred post-secondary institutions in the
five boroughs can play a much larger role in partnering with technology, production and service industries
to enhance product research and workforce skills.

Revise the NY State Economic Development Zone legislation to give zones a strategic focus and more
effective tools. Reforms should include the adoption of comprehensive, sector-based development plans
where potential exists, expanded outreach to small businesses, and improved monitoring and enforcement
provisions to insure that tax credits result in the creation of new jobs.
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3. Fund effective skills upgrading programs. The State should look to proven worker skills upgrading programs, such as the
Consortium for Worker Education and the Garment Ind
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Give policy makers tools to make decisions about training programs. Conduct periodic job -vacancy surveys to
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SUPPORTING STRATEGIES

The City should expand the scope of its living-wage' law to include more workers employed by City
contractors, include the provision of benefits in its calculation, and extend the law to firms receiving City
economic development subsidies.

Since the earned income disregard can be an effective work incentive when properly structured, the State
should make several improvements, including: increasing the standard deduction to $200; simplifying the
percent disregard factor at 50 percent rather than having it indirectly based on the relationship between the
welfare level and the poverty level; extending its application to single individuals.

To ensure that workers receive the compensation and protections to which they are entitled, the State
should improve the enforcement of minimum wage, overtime pay, and health and safety laws by: increasing
the budget for enforcement agencies; encouraging private enforcement of wage and hour requirements;
allowing private enforcement of health and safety laws; assisting small companies in achieving compliance
and remaining competitive without undercutting labor standards.

The State should further pay equity by making it illegal to pay different wages for **equivalent' work.

Conclusion

The above recommendations provide a comprehensive and feasible approach to policy which uses a variety of means
available to strengthen the low-wage labor market. Some recommendations call for new policies, but many focus instead on making
the most of new opportunities, such as the Workforce Investment Act, to provide the kind of service and training needed to lead
people to permanent employment at livable wages. Others call for a redirection and rethinking about strategic planning, and some of
our recommendations outline ways to make existing systems work better. Taken together, they address the problems facing low-wage
workers: job availability, adequate skills, health and childcare, earning enough to sustain a family, and protection during periods of
unemployment.

All of these proposals are made within the context of the realities of New York City’s economy and the current array of
policies affecting the low-wage sector, and build on shifts in the policy environment that maximize the opportunities arriving with
those shifts. Our major caution is to not become complacent during our economic boom when so many are doing well. Many of the
people who provide the labor foundation of our economy are not faring well, and now is the time to prepare for the next phase of the
economic cycle, when problems that seem “invisible” to some of us during good times become a crisis. Private and public sector
leaders have a responsibility to plan ahead.

This executive summary appears in the full report: Building a Ladder to Jobs and Higher Wages: A Report by the Working Group on
New York City’s Low-Wage Labor Market. Copyright © 2000 by Community Service Society. Published by permission of the
Community Service Society. The full report can be downloaded from www.buildingaladder.org.
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