
Low-Wage Workers in the Washington, D.C. Region
Urban Institute, Demetra Smith Nightingale

KOJO NNAMDI: In Washington,
this is Public Interest. I'm Kojo
Nnamdi.

As a part of our ongoing series
with the Urban Institute, we
talked yesterday about the
problems facing low-wage
workers throughout the United
States. However, we want to
focus more on the Washington
area, where we know that the
effects of the attack of
September 11th caused a
significant downturn in the whole
hospitality industry, led to the closing of Reagan National Airport temporarily, but even with its reopening on
a restricted basis, the layoffs that affected low-wage workers in the District of Columbia, Maryland and
Virginia are still having a significant adverse affect on the community as a whole, not to mention the effect it
is having on those workers and families themselves. However, during the course of this hour, we'll talk about
what's available for such workers, and the prospects for the future.

Joining us in our studio, Demetra Smith Nightingale is research associate with the Urban Institute. Welcome.

DEMETRA SMITH NIGHTINGALE: Hello.

KOJO NNAMDI: Allow me to start with you. When we talk about low-wage workers in the Washington area,
about how many people are we talking about, and what industries?

DEMETRA SMITH NIGHTINGALE: Well, low-wage workers tend to be those who are concentrated in the
service sector, restaurant, retail, trade, and they're individuals who typically have less than a college
education, and usually less than a high school education. The percentage of jobs for low-skilled workers has
continued to increase over the years, and I don't know exactly how many low-wage workers there are in the
Washington area, but certainly throughout the cycles of the economy, we have many low-wage workers, and
it may be as much as 25 or 30 percent of all workers.

KOJO NNAMDI: You can join this conversation by calling 1-800-433-8850, or by e-mailing us at 
pi@wamu.org.

Josh Williams is president of the Labor Council of the Washington Area, that is the AFL-CIO organization in
this area that represents workers who are members of the AFL-CIO affiliates. So, Josh, by the way, good to
see you again.

JOSH WILLIAMS: Good to see you again.

KOJO NNAMDI: When we talk to you, we're talking about workers who are organized in the Washington area
into unions. But give us a broad picture of who the low-wage workers are that the Labor Council speaks for?

JOSH WILLIAMS: Well, first of all, our message and what we push for is the standard of living that would
raise the floor for workers, whether they carry a union card or do not. We are the voice, we view ourselves as
the voice of those who are dispossessed in our community. We make no apologies for our message, which is
that the best way for workers really to rise above where they may be is by organizing themselves and
speaking with them with one voice. And I think the record does, in fact, bear that out, if you look at the
wages of unionized workers versus the wages of non-unionized workers.

The recent events really [have] affected everybody, whether you carry a card or whether you don't carry a
card. And, the task and the challenge for us has been to speak not only for those who carry a card, but also
for those who don't carry a card. So, when we talk about trying to get adequate compensation, like
unemployment compensation, we are talking about unemployment compensation for everyone, even those
who may have a college degree and have been laid off, and there are those in this economy, and with the
events of 9-11, who, Kojo, are outside of the low-wage system, that have also been affected by this. But I
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understand that our discussion today is really for those at the bottom of the ladder, and that's what we want
to address.

KOJO NNAMDI: We have discovered we've been in a recession maybe since March of this year, and that
means that before September 11th, you were probably seeing and hearing, especially from low-wage workers,
about how that was affecting them.

JOSH WILLIAMS: Oh, yes. Yes, the events of 9-11 merely dramatized, and I think put the issue on the radar
screen in front of politicians and government officials, who before 9-11 were really not addressing it. After
9-11, what it happened to do is to raise this issue as a priority.

KOJO NNAMDI: Joining us also is Eleanor Carey, president of the Governor's Workforce Investment Board
for the State of Maryland. Eleanor Carey, welcome.

ELEANOR CAREY: Thank you very much, Kojo.

KOJO NNAMDI: Could you tell us a little bit about the Governor's Workforce Investment Board, which it is
my understanding has been in existence since 1983, but now has to operate in accordance with the 1998
Workforce Investment Act.

ELEANOR CAREY: That's right, Kojo. At first these boards were set up under federal law, and they were
required merely to make sure, this is an important role, that merely makes sure that certain federal programs
were implemented correctly. Now, they have the charge, after 1998, of helping to advise governors across the
country to make sure that we are preparing the workforce adequately. And we have lots of different
considerations here. One is the health of our K through 12, our education system, because that's the bedrock
of our workforce system. And when you have -- right now in Maryland I know, I don't know about Virginia or
the District, but you have almost 28 percent of people who don't graduate from high school, you have
700,000 people in Maryland who don't have a high school diploma or its equivalent. And those people are
going to be much more hard pressed to get a job that's going to prepare them in the knowledge economy.
And it's critical that we do it.

The Governor's Workforce Investment Board, which is a majority business board, sees two very critical parts
of its work -- 

KOJO NNAMDI: It has to be a majority business board under the provisions of the Workforce Investment
Act, at least 51 percent of the board members have to come from the private sector.

ELEANOR CAREY: And the idea is to get the needs of business translated more directly and quickly and
reliably into the workforce system, which means the educational system, training system, nonprofit,
governmental, however it works. And that's very important, because often we were training people for jobs
that didn't exist, jobs that were not going to go anywhere. So the idea for the boards is to look at what are
the critical shortages in the economy, and for the Maryland board it's technology, teaching, healthcare,
including nursing, tourism and construction. And those are the areas that we're looking to focus on, and we
need to build on. We certainly need a hugely prepared technology workforce. We don't have quite the demand
that we had a year ago. On the other hand, it's going to continue and it's throughout the economy.

And the other main focus for the Maryland Governor's Workforce investment board, it sounds trite, but it's
leaving no one behind. We cannot afford to have a large percentage of the population not be prepared for the
knowledge economy.

KOJO NNAMDI: From Maryland to Virginia, we're joined by Matt Vaughan, manager of the One Stop Center,
the South County Job Source Center for Northern Virginia.

Matt Vaughan, welcome.

MATT VAUGHAN: Nice to meet you, Kojo.

KOJO NNAMDI: Nice meeting you, too. Tell us about the relationship between the One Stop Center and the
aforementioned Workforce Investment Act.

MATT VAUGHAN: The One Stop Center is actually the physical location where a lot of the services are
delivered. We deliver employment and training services, occupational skills training, and support services,
under one roof. So no matter what your barrier to employment is, whether you're an elderly worker, or if you
have no high school diploma, or if you're a welfare recipient, or a dislocated worker, this is one office that you
can come and get employment and training services.

KOJO NNAMDI: You can join our conversation about low-wage workers in the Washington area, what exists
for them and their possibilities in the future at 1-800-433-8850, or you can e-mail your question or comment
to us at pi@wamu.org.

Matt Vaughan, continue, how does the One Stop Center work?

MATT VAUGHAN: We basically provide three levels of services. The first level of service is our core services.
We have universal access, no matter what your income level, to come in and use our facility, including
Internet access, fax and copy machines, and staff available to help you with your job search. If you're unable
to obtain employment by utilizing the core services, we have intensive services that include comprehensive
assessment, career counseling, and for those folks who identify as a need for additional skills, we actually
have federal funds available to pay for occupational skills training.
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KOJO NNAMDI: We are going to hear during the course of this program, I know, Josh Williams, you can talk
about Career Path in a little while, that the Labor Council is operating. We're going to hear about a number of
very specific programs, Demetra Smith Nightingale, intended to guide low-wage workers onto career paths for
the long term. But, we'll also hear a lot of talk that, look, somebody has to fulfill those low-wage jobs, and the
only way to guarantee that those people have an income that is sufficient to take care of themselves and
family is if we raise the minimum wage. Tell us what impact, according to studies, that you have seen the
raising of the minimum wage has on the quality of life for low-wage workers?

DEMETRA SMITH NIGHTINGALE: Well, you certainly raise a good point, because, in fact, there are in this
economy, just like nationwide, there are a lot of jobs that do require very low skills. So during the peak
economy we just came out of, almost anybody who wanted to work could work. The problem was that a lot of
those jobs were paying very low wages. So, for example, over half of the jobs that don't require college have
very limited wage potential, and limited opportunities for moving up. And those are often concentrated in
clerical, cashier jobs, home health aides, teacher aides, waiters, waitresses, receptionists, food counter
workers, service sector, of which the Washington area has many. So people are often at the bottom level.

Minimum wage policy is an important aspect of the income security for those individuals who will have limited
potential for moving up. There's mixed information from the research on what affect raising the minimum
wage has on individuals and on the employment. There's some evidence that there may be a slight decrease
in the number of people who can work what jobs, so employers may cut the number of workers that they
have if the minimum wage goes up. During a very strong economy we're much more able, as the economic
base, to handle an increase in the minimum wage, which we did do in the ‘90s. So a key to the wage
potential, and the growth, is a continuing strong economy. So we're in a bit of a struggle now, but the
minimum wage will have more of a positive affect on the workers, and less of a negative affect on the labor
market during good economic times.

KOJO NNAMDI: Josh Williams, the Labor Council advocates very strongly for a raise in the minimum wage,
why do you think it will help the low-wage earner?

JOSH WILLIAMS: Because it raises the floor. In fact, we are moving away from the concept of a minimum
wage to what we call a living wage. The minimum wage, the national one, as you know, is set by the
Congress, and by the time it gets around, as we'll agree, by the time the Congress gets around [to] agreeing
on the minimum wage, it's already immaterial to people's livelihood. The minimum wage is really not a
minimum wage, it's really a poverty wage. What we are doing now is talking about a living wage. They've got
to take a look at what it is that is required for a person to really operate and live in a community. And we
think that the community should then ensure that employers pay that living wage.

KOJO NNAMDI: Nevertheless, the Labor Council is still interested in raising the minimum wage?

JOSH WILLIAMS: Yes, we would like to even index the minimum wage, but that's another battle.

KOJO NNAMDI: Josh Williams is president of the Labor Council of the Washington area.

Demetra Smith Nightingale is a research associate with the Urban Institute, with whom Public Interest
coordinates this series on America's cities and urban areas. Eleanor Carey is president of the Governor's
Workforce Investment Board for the State of Maryland, and Matt Vaughan is manager of the One Stop
Center, the South County Job Source Center for Northern Virginia.

We're going to take a short break. We'll be right back.

(Program break.)

KOJO NNAMDI: Welcome back to our conversation on low-wage workers in the Washington area. You can
join the conversation at 1-800-433-8850, or by e-mailing us at pi@wamu.org.

It has been argued, Josh Williams, that raising the minimum wage does not necessarily help low-wage
workers, especially those with families, as much as it helps teenagers and other people who find summer jobs
and that raising the minimum wage, enough though as you argue it raises the floor, it doesn't have a
significant impact on the quality of life, or wage of low-wage workers.

JOSH WILLIAMS: Two points. One is that that in itself, that is a kind of bogus argument. But even if the
argument made some sense, I would argue that the reason why it doesn't help is because we have never
really set a true minimum wage. As we said before and in the break, what we call a minimum wage now is
really not a minimum wage. It just is not sufficient. But, the philosophical argument here, which we seem to
get hung up on is whether or not in a free market you ought to have a minimum wage. I don't know what
direction you would like the argument to take, Kojo, but from a practical standpoint, the argument that
whatever it is, if you raise the minimum wage, workers end up getting laid off. I think the statistics indicate
that that is very miniscule, and I'm not quite sure that it's a direct impact that the minimum wage, as it may
very well be, that it's a marginal business that is there. And we would argue that if it's a marginal business,
why is the business in operation. Maybe the minimum wage is, in fact, separating those businesses that can
make it from those that can't make it.

KOJO NNAMDI: I guess what I'm positing is not so much whether or not the minimum wage in and of itself
improves the quality of life for low-wage workers, but there seems to be an increasing tendency that the best
way to improve the quality of life for low-wage workers is by providing the kind of skills training that allows
them to have career paths that are of longer duration. That taking them out of low-skill jobs, and I think your
own program is called Career Path, putting them on that kind of career path is, in the final analysis, more
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effective than raising the minimum wage.

JOSH WILLIAMS: They're not mutually exclusive.

KOJO NNAMDI: They're not?

JOSH WILLIAMS: And the point that I'm trying to make is that, one doesn't exclude the other. We argue for
both. And the career part, yes. What we are arguing for even more bluntly is that we ought to be placing
people in high road, what we call high road economic jobs. If I may be even blunter, we don't think that you
should be training someone, with all due respect, to work at the CVS. We would rather see people be trained
to work at PEPCO, Washington Gas, Giant, Safeway, because these are high road jobs as opposed to training
someone and putting them into a job where they have skills.

KOJO NNAMDI: Well, which raises a problem for organizations like the Governor's Workforce Investment
Board for the State of Maryland, because, on the one hand, you point out, Eleanor Carey, about the number
of people who have not graduated from high school in the State of Maryland, they have to start someplace. At
the same time, you want to be able to point people in a direction in which the economy is going, in the
long-term. How do you accomplish both?

ELEANOR CAREY: Well, I think it's possible to do that, Josh. And a couple of things were going through my
mind. For example, one talks about the tourism/hospitality industry. The Restaurant Association of Maryland
has a very interesting web site, and they show the career path for someone who starts at the lowest level and
can work his or her way up in the industry. What the job is, and the precise dollar amount that you can earn.

There are programs, for example, we have a very interesting one that was started by Senator Barbara
Hoffman and Delegate Nancy Kopp. Delegate Kopp is from Montgomery County, and Senator Hoffman from
Baltimore City and County. It's called the Step Program, and it's for a lot of people who today have gone into
work who have been former welfare recipients, and they are perhaps in low-wage jobs, janitor, custodian, and
the Step Program is designed to help them move from those jobs into higher paid jobs with benefits. And it's
for low-wage working parents, so that we're not bringing up the next generation -- because you have to be
thinking about that all the time, the children who are being brought up in these homes without adequate
income, are not getting as much as they should be in terms of their parents being able to spend time with
them, spend time with their homework, preparing them for the life that they're going to see. And it's an
innovative program. I'm not sure it's really done elsewhere. Other states do some other things, but this is
very innovative and it will help people move up the career ladder so that they could open up jobs for others
coming in behind them, and then they could continue to progress.

For example, in one, it's a pilot program operating in Montgomery County and Baltimore City. Baltimore City,
it's healthcare jobs, which is one of our critical skills shortage areas, one of the high demand areas, and their
salaries will go up from 20 percent to 108 percent, moving from jobs like janitor, custodian, cafeteria worker,
into things like medical coder, surgical technician. And, again, these are jobs where the training is not that
lengthy, but it's something where you can [succeed], the whole idea is for you to gain skills and move up in
income.

KOJO NNAMDI: Allow me to go to the telephone. Here's Roxy in Washington, D.C. Roxy, you're on the air,
go ahead, please.

CALLER: Yes. The District of Columbia has not been as successful as some localities at moving welfare
recipients off welfare into jobs. I'm wondering what special provisions might be being considered both at the
national and the local level to help welfare recipients who have gone to work, but who are now going to lose
their jobs, if not from the recession, but possibly they might be employed in the service industry, and losing
their jobs with the after effects of September 11th, the decline in tourism? And I'll sign off and listen to the
answer.

KOJO NNAMDI: Roxy, thank you very much for bringing us to the present day reality, and that is, we can
talk as much as we want about the long-term, and plans that are being made, but we find ourselves in a fairly
unexpected situation here in which people have been laid off, as Josh Williams says, it dramatized the fact
that we were already in a recession. How do we get those people back to work?

DEMETRA SMITH NIGHTINGALE: I think that is a critical point, and it relates back to the minimum wage
issue, because, in fact, about half of the individuals earning minimum wage are single parents of families with
children, and with the move toward welfare reform, we did have, and with the strong economy, we did have a
huge increase in the labor force participation in employment of mothers, low-income mothers who were just
beginning to get a foothold in the labor market, and maybe be able to participate in some of the programs in
Maryland, D.C., and Virginia, who are now struggling because they are unemployed, may not have worked
long enough to qualify for unemployment because only about a third of the individuals who are unemployed
can qualify for unemployment insurance. Some of them may have exhausted their welfare entitlement, which
is a five-year lifetime limit now. So there are definitely critical issues facing the low-income portion of the
working population.

A number of strategies that are being considered, one would be to provide some subsidized employment at
the time, so government jobs paying community service at above minimum wage or minimum wage jobs for
individuals who are unemployed. This is also a very good time to invest in training, and some of the skills
development that you mentioned. Historically, when the economy is strong, people don't really want to go into
training, they want to work, and almost everybody can. When the unemployment rate goes up, one silver
lining to that is that it's a good time to invest in training, and that there are government resources, some of
the economic stimulus is talking about putting more money in that would provide for building the skills during



the economic stimulus is talking about putting more money in that would provide for building the skills during
this lull in the economy, so that when the economy picks up again they're able to move into better jobs.

But the key there is to provide income support while they're in the training, and while they're unemployed,
either through special unemployment insurance benefits, wage subsidies, or a public service employment.

JOSH WILLIAMS: Kojo, I don't want to -- while we're talking about training and providing upward mobility
for low-wage workers -- lose sight of the fact that the job that low-wage workers are in are jobs that
somebody has to do. So, obviously, everybody cannot move up, somebody has to do janitorial work,
somebody has to clean the bed pans in the hospital, somebody has to go in the schools and make sure the
heaters are on. So, while we are focusing on this, we cannot lose sight of the fact that part of this struggle is
not just providing the training, but also making sure that the jobs the people at the bottom of the rung are
doing are well-paid, quality jobs, because those jobs need to be done.

I don't want us to create a caste system that differentiates between those people who are highly skilled, and
those people who are not skilled, and those who are not skilled are at the bottom of a caste system. So, my
point is that we have got to balance this whole thing with the question of training and moving people up, but
at the same time those who need to do the janitorial jobs are trained and are also well-paid.

KOJO NNAMDI: Well, it seems to me that we have twin problems right now as a result of the recession and
September 11th, and that is, on the one hand, people at the lower end of the economic ladder, people who
are low-wage workers, have been laid off in very large numbers in the Washington area because of how the
hospitality industry and some other industries have suffered in this area.

On the other hand, a number of those people want to turn to training to see if they can get new jobs, but
there is still a significant number of them who need either some form of assistance in this difficult period, or
need to find jobs themselves.

If you can talk a little bit first, you, Matt Vaughan, I guess you're being deluged with requests at the One Stop
Center for both of those things, people who want training, and people who just want to find other jobs?

MATT VAUGHAN: Yes, absolutely. And we were seeing this prior to September 11th, particularly in the
technology field, people were getting laid off left and right. And since September 11th, the hospitality
industry, the airline industry has been really utilizing the employment centers, and we actually accessed some
rapid response money to train folks who have been directly affected by September 11th specifically. And a lot
of times, too, we're trying to address some supportive services needs for people, it's not only training. We
provide access to low-cost childcare for low-income folks. We have a grant with Metro to provide
transportation assistance for low-income folks. So we have, in our centers, we have ESL classes for people
with limited English, and we have high school completion courses. So it's not only about occupational skills
training, there are basically a lot of different supportive services that are going to help these people move up
a level.

KOJO NNAMDI: But one wonders what happens to an agency such as yours during these times, do you have
a significant increase in funding, are you able to expand your services as the situation requires?

MATT VAUGHAN: Actually, we have leveraged additional resources from the Department of Labor since
September 11th. It's sort of ironic that prior to September 11th there was a big rescission being made on
disclosed worker programs, and since September 11th, we've gotten additional funds. So it's really brought
things to the forefront in terms of the money is starting to roll in, and we're able to serve a bigger group of
customers.

JOSH WILLIAMS: Kojo, that is also the case, in fairness to the District, I don't want to leave the impression
out there that the One Stop is a unique program for Fairfax or the Virginia suburbs. The District of Columbia
also has a One Stop operation that operates identical to that which is going on.

ELEANOR CAREY: Kojo, Maryland has 12 local workforce investment boards that run One Stops that has
them in Montgomery County, and Prince George's County, and the Washington suburbs. And they all are
being deluged, and they also -- a lot of times people don't know about them, don't know about these
facilities, and they are highly skilled in helping people get connected to a job, get training, figure out what
they want to do, and find out what they're best at.

KOJO NNAMDI: This is Public Interest. I am Kojo Nnamdi.

As we continue our conversation about low-wage workers in the Washington area, we're talking with Demetra
Smith Nightingale, research associate with the Urban Institute; Josh Williams, president of the Labor Council;
Eleanor Carey, president of the Governor's Workforce Investment Board for the State of Maryland; Matt
Vaughan, manager of the One Stop Center of the South County Job Source Center for Northern Virginia. And
you, those of you who choose to join the conversation by calling 1-800-433-8850 or by e-mailing us at 
pi@wamu.org.

There was a time, Demetra, when we expected employers to provide most of the necessary training that their
employees needed. Is that a matter of the state of the economy, and that when the economy is in a
downturn you can't really expect that, or is there a tendency for employers not to do that as much as they
used to?

DEMETRA SMITH NIGHTINGALE: Well, traditionally, employers have certainly invested a lot in the training
and education of their workers. However, most of that money has gone to the middle level of their workforce,
and the higher income. In the 1990s, we saw a dramatic shift, in large part because of federal funding that
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was available, and public policy directions that were emphasizing workers and employers and businesses
trying to hire welfare recipients, and then other low-income parents. And we've started to see in the 1990s an
increasing willingness of employers to invest in even low-skilled workers.

So, in part, that was because they had huge demand for workers with limited supply, and with the tight labor
market, they were willing to hire people and invest in the training. So, as I said before, I think one of the key
factors is the strength of the economy. We have heard about the increase in the unemployment rate,
especially in the past few months. In fact, the unemployment rate in the Metro area is still pretty low. I think
last month it was about 3.4 percent. That's probably double what it was a year ago. So it's a doubling of the
number of people who are unemployed. But we are still in pretty good shape.

What, to me, is more troubling is that there are some portions of the workforce where their unemployment
rate is going to be double what the overall rate is. So that would be some of the less than high school
[educated], or those with high school and no college [education], African Americans, and single mothers are
likely to see their unemployment rates double whatever the norm is.

KOJO NNAMDI: Indeed. We're going to take a short break, but when we come back, we're going to talk
about the impact on African Americans, on women, on immigrants who happen to be among the low-wage
earners, and whether or not there are benefits available to low-wage workers during these difficult economic
times. We'll be right back.

(Program break.)

KOJO NNAMDI: Welcome back. We're talking with Eleanor Carey, president of the Governor's Workforce
Investment Board for the State of Maryland; Matt Vaughan, manager of the One Stop Center of the South
County Job Source Center for Northern Virginia; Demetra Smith Nightingale, research associate with the
Urban Institute; and Josh Williams, president of the Labor Council about low-wage workers in the Washington
area.

Let's go to Bonnie on the telephone in Loudoun County. Bonnie, you're on the air, go ahead, please.

CALLER: Hi, Kojo. I listen to your show quite a bit, and always have wanted to call in. And this is a show of
particular interest to me.

KOJO NNAMDI: Thanks for calling.

CALLER: I'm in my late 30s and I've recently returned to school. I have some college, but I've had a lot of
problems on and off in my life that basically kept me at a low-wage income. What I'm wondering is, what's
available for people as far as just education on what they can do about getting an education? There are so
many grants and scholarships available for people who have low incomes, particular minority groups,
whatever. And I've talked to a lot of people and told them about the wonderful opportunities, and they don't
know about these things.

KOJO NNAMDI: Well, what opportunities have you taken advantage of, Bonnie?

CALLER: Unfortunately, I haven't really been able to take advantage of too much. I do get some grant
money, that's very helpful, and very low interest loans, that have no repayment as long as I'm in school full
time. I'm about two years away from a masters degree in computer science. And by taking advantage of
these grants and these low-interest loans, I'm going to come out of this with a very good income. I'm not at
all worried about the decline in the IT industry, because I'll have such a high level of education. But, the same
idea could work for someone at a lower level. The community colleges offer wonderful two year programs,
and even certificate programs that take less time than that.

KOJO NNAMDI: Matt Vaughan, can you talk a little bit about what's offered in the commonwealth, in terms
of whether or not the One Stop Center can guide or channel people into those areas?

MATT VAUGHAN: Absolutely, some of our partners include adult and community education, that have a lot
of certificate programs, specific funding for single parents. Northern Virginia Community College, and the
community college system is a partner of the One Stop System, and they offer a variety of programs and
have federal Pell grants, and federal financial aid available to access those programs. There's a lot out there.
And I would suggest that people utilize the One Stop Center as sort of a resource clearinghouse. And the staff
is very knowledgeable, and depending on your particular circumstance they're very aware of different
program funding that may be available to help you.

KOJO NNAMDI: And, of course, you should know, Bonnie, and other listeners should, that as Josh Williams
and Eleanor Carey have pointed out, there are similar centers both in the District of Columbia, and around the
State of Maryland.

On to Margaret in Washington D.C.

Margaret, you're on the air, go ahead please.

CALLER: Hi, Kojo.

KOJO NNAMDI: Hi, Margaret.

CALLER: Thanks for taking my call. I'm just curious about some numbers, before 9-11, when Mexican
President Vincente Fox was here there was a lot of talk about amnesty for undocumented workers,
particularly in the whole hotel and restaurant industry. And I heard a figure something like 80 percent of



low-wage workers were undocumented.

KOJO NNAMDI: Undocumented or immigrants?

CALLER: Well, immigrants. But, they're undocumented immigrants.

KOJO NNAMDI: Okay. I just wanted to make that distinction. Many immigrants have documents.

CALLER: Right, and some people refer to them as illegal, of course. So I'm wondering now that they're laid
off, and the industry seems to be in long-term pain, I wonder if they have any idea what number of these
low-wage earners who are laid off, in the hotel and restaurant industry, what percentage of them are illegal or
undocumented immigrants?

KOJO NNAMDI: Josh Williams, any idea at all?

JOSH WILLIAMS: No, we do not ask the question, the employer has the authority to hire people. We
represent those people. We do not ask the employer whether they're documented or undocumented. So that's
not a statistic that we would keep. We would know who are the immigrant ones, and we assume that those
are -- the individuals who are in there working, they're working because they want to work.

KOJO NNAMDI: Indeed, Margaret, you should know that there have been wild variations over the years over
estimates of how many undocumented workers exist in one or the other industry, because undocumented
workers, by definition, have good reason not to reveal the fact that they don't have documents.

CALLER: I'm just wondering if it's going to be hard to make an argument to subsidize, or extend benefits to
those who aren't legally here, especially when there's no jobs for them.

KOJO NNAMDI: You have to remember that there are some benefits that are not available to legal
immigrants, also, as a result of the Welfare Reform Act and others.

Demetra?

DEMETRA SMITH NIGHTINGALE: That's what I was going to say. If they're undocumented, they're not
likely to be collecting public benefits, unemployment insurance or welfare. In fact, what we know about the
immigrant population in general, especially at the low end, the low-skilled, they tend to work multiple jobs, as
well. And so it's possible that it would be very difficult to figure out exactly what number of people who are
losing jobs in particular industries are immigrants, then of those, just like others, how many of those then are
not able to find another job, because one aspect of the low-wage labor market is that many low-wage workers
and families tend to work multiple jobs, and sometimes multiple part-time jobs to make ends meet.

KOJO NNAMDI: Indeed, Matt Vaughan, Eleanor Carey, are there issues that immigrants have who find
themselves in the low-wage market, who have special concerns that either of your agencies is geared up to
deal with?

MATT VAUGHAN: Well, they definitely have special concerns. And the office that we have that's most
multicultural is probably our Falls Church office. And we see a lot of immigrant folks who have very limited
English, and very limited job skills. It's a real problem, and we -- again, we have ESL on site to try to help
these folks. But they're also some of the first people that get laid off when the economy turns sour. We've
placed lots of people in jobs out at Dulles Airport, and since September 11th have been getting laid off, and
they're back in our office, and we're trying to help them now. But it's definitely a problem.

KOJO NNAMDI: Eleanor?

ELEANOR CAREY: Opening up those fields to people who have lesser education, but things like in the high
tech area, and one of the things that our board is looking at very closely is how do we attract -- how do we
increase the diversity? Demetra mentioned that there are not as many women attracted to these fields, but
how do we attract more women. More people who come from other countries, more older people, because
we're going to need them. We need them to be skilled in those areas.

There are grants that the Department of Labor has given out, one called the H1-B visa grant, and that's
specifically how we help people who are here gain the skills that we are importing people in for, computer
programmers for example, form other countries. So it's a big issue. But, again, we need everyone, and we
can't afford to let people sort of fall by the wayside, when we need to -- we're focusing on English as a
second language in our schools. Particularly Montgomery County and Prince George's County have large
programs to help children make sure that they have the preparation they're going to need.

JOSH WILLIAMS: Kojo, one of the problems that we have really got to address is not just providing the
programs, it's ensuring that those immigrants come forward and make use of the programs, because I know
that in the District one of the things that the Workforce Investment Council is struggling with is how do we get
information out to the immigrant population, and encourage them that these services are available to them,
rather than when they get laid off they disappear into the woodwork, and they're afraid to come forward. I do
not know exactly what those services are that are available to them.

MATT VAUGHAN: We've had some recent success. And one of the ways we access those job seekers is by
hiring multicultural staff, and advertising in multicultural newspapers. For example, we have a Vietnamese job
developer who advertises job events in the Vietnamese newspaper. And he's really been able to reach a
diverse population that I probably wouldn't have reached if it weren't for having a multicultural staff.

KOJO NNAMDI: Back to the telephone, here's Cyrus in Vienna.



Cyrus, you're on the air, go ahead please. Cyrus, you're on the air, Cyrus, go ahead.

CALLER: My question is concerning disabled workers. If you're wage is the weight of your productivity, and a
disabled worker can't meet the productivity rate for minimum wage, then what programs, if any, are there in
place to make sure that they have a chance to work, and maybe get paid lower than the minimum wage,
because a lot of companies or programs wouldn't find it economical to afford a handicapped worker, the
minimum wage is too high a payment.

KOJO NNAMDI: Well, Cyrus, I'll see if you can get an answer from anyone at the table.

Eleanor?

ELEANOR CAREY: Well, I think there are programs, I'm sure there are in the District and Virginia. For
example, in Maryland, through the Division of Rehabilitative Services there are programs to help people gain
the skills that they need to become employed. And there are some subsidized programs. There's also -- there
will probably be a push in Maryland to expand those services, because at the present time the money is
focused on those people who are most severely disabled, and there needs to be services for people who are
much more employable, who have disabilities, but could be much more easily connected to the workforce. So
that's going to be a push in the Maryland General Assembly, even though this is going to be a difficult budget
year.

JOSH WILLIAMS: Let me make it clear that we certainly would not support any idea that somehow or the
other, because someone is disabled, or physically challenged, that they should be getting below the minimum
wage. That is not something that certainly we would subscribe to, or even consider under any circumstances.

KOJO NNAMDI: Thank you very much for your call. This is Public Interest, I'm Kojo Nnamdi.

Demetra Smith Nightingale, I want to get back to an issue you raised earlier, and that is the profile of those
who are likely to be most adversely affected among low-wage earners during these difficult economic times.
You seem to be suggesting that both race and gender play a role in who is more adversely affected?

DEMETRA SMITH NIGHTINGALE: Yes, we know that the unemployment rate for low-income women, single
mothers, and for African Americans, particularly young African American males, the unemployment rate is
probably double the general population. So it makes it particularly difficult for those who are only in the
workforce for a short time, who lose their jobs, who may have difficulty qualifying for the fewer openings that
are available when the unemployment rate goes up. And those individuals have limited skills, as well.

KOJO NNAMDI: Josh Williams, we never got a chance to ask you to talk about the Career Path program that
is run by the Labor Council in the District of Columbia.

JOSH WILLIAMS: Well, I'm glad you asked that Kojo. Our Career Path program is a program which is
funded by the Department of Labor, through the District of Columbia Employment Department, or
Employment Services. It started off as a pilot project focusing on those employees who had lost their jobs at
the Public Benefit Corporation, otherwise known as DC General. It is now being expanded to include any one
who is desirous of getting training and moving into a high-wage job. What we are doing is creating a
consortium of unionized employers, employers that we know pay certain wages. And we get workers who
want to improve their skills, whether it's the construction industry, or the healthcare industry, who want to
improve their skills and get into well-paying jobs. We help to provide the training, and match them with those
unionized employers who pay a living, livable wage.

KOJO NNAMDI: Demetra?

DEMETRA SMITH NIGHTINGALE: One other way, that just reminded me on the gender issue, there are
ways that people can move up the career ladder through work experience. So as they gain work experience
and training on the job they qualify to move up in that area. The good news, I think, for men is that a lot of
those jobs that men like to get, and have traditionally been in, anything that has mechanics in it, whether it's
auto mechanic, data processing, equipment repairs, all kinds of mechanics and technicians. There are fewer
jobs for moving up for women who prefer to be in typically female jobs. And so one of the challenges, I think,
for Career Path is to help identify women who want to work in some of those jobs, and then provide them with
the support, which might mean income support, as well as training, so that women can qualify for those
nontraditional jobs and move up.

KOJO NNAMDI: Demetra -- 

JOSH WILLIAMS: And that is precisely what the Career Path program that we are running is working for.

KOJO NNAMDI: Josh Williams is president of the Labor Council; Demetra Smith Nightingale, a research
associate with the Urban Institute; Eleanor Carey, president of the Governor's Workforce Investment Board
for the State of Maryland; and Matt Vaughan, manager of the One Stop Center; thank you all for joining us.

This has been Public Interest. I'm Kojo Nnamdi.

(End of program.)
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