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Stolen Chances:
Low-Wage Work and Wage Theft in lowa

By Colin Gordon

Introduction

Our 2012 report Wage Theft in lowa characterized wage theft as an “invisible epidemic” affecting
thousands of low-wage workers in lowa. Since 2012, numerous media

reports, an uptick in worker organizing to recover unpaid wages, and Wage theft in lowa:
heightened’ attention from some state and lgclal elected official§ have Less invisible, but
made lowa’s wage theft problem fa.r more visible. Yet the state’s still an epidemic
landscape of lax enforcement remains fundamentally unaltered, and
new evidence presented in this report underscores the persistence and scope of the problem.

Our 2012 report used national survey work done by the National Employment Law Project to
calculate a baseline for the incidence of wage theft among low-wage workers, and then used lowa
demographic statistics to develop estimates of lost wages and lost tax revenues for our state. Our
estimates — $600 million in stolen wages and another $120 million in unpaid sales, income and
payroll taxes annually — gave dimension and scale to a problem that, to that point, we understood
mostly through a few egregious cases (such as that of Henry’s Turkey Service in Atalissa),
anecdotal evidence of wage theft reported by many workers, and close studies of a few industries
(such as construction).

This report updates and expands on that work by drawing on two more years of claims and
enforcement data from state and national agencies, and new results of a 2014 survey of 300 low-
wage workers in Eastern lowa. These local survey responses provide some of the first direct
glimpses we have into the scope and nature of lowa workers’ experiences with wage theft.!

New survey results confirm that wage theft in lowa is shockingly commonplace. Even within a
relatively small sample of 300 lowa workers:

» 25 percent of respondents had experienced wage theft within the past year.

* 62 respondents (20 percent of those surveyed) reported not having received overtime pay,
amounting to nearly $40,000 in unpaid wages.

* 59 (nearly 20 percent of those surveyed) reported late or unpaid wages, totaling just under
$25,000.

* 24 (8 percent) had not been paid at all for some of the hours they had worked.

Survey results further suggest a startling rise in contingent employment relationships, especially
in manufacturing, where it is increasingly commonplace for workers to be hired via temporary
staffing agencies, and a high correlation between wage theft and low-wage work (jobs paying less
than $10 per hour).



In this report, we contextualize these new survey results and recent lowa wage claims data in
relation to broader economic trends and policy choices. Over the course of the last few decades,
the lives and prospects of American working families have been shaped by three overlapping
trends. A steady erosion of workers’ bargaining power has brought with it steady erosion in job
security and job quality. This has been accompanied by a parallel collapse in labor market policies
and their enforcement. And to make things worse, the loss of both private security and public
protection have come just as work and private obligations (child care, eldercare) are becoming
more pressing and more onerous. Our social contract, in short, is both frayed and outdated.? As a
result, we find that lowa working families are less secure and more vulnerable than perhaps at
any time since the Great Depression, and conclude with consideration of policy and organizing
strategies for beginning to reverse these trends.

The Bare Minimum

Our survey focused on low-wage workers in Johnson County, lowa, in hopes of gaining insight into
local patterns of wage theft in relation to the growing phenomenon of

low-wage work. According to the Organization of Economic 25% of U.S. workers
Cooperation and Development (OECD), the United States as a whole are at low wage;

has a greater percentage of low-wage workers than any other
developed country. Twenty-five percent of all workers in the U.S. are many at_ O.I' near the
classified as low-wage workers by the OECD. Many of these workers $7.25 minimum
earn the minimum wage or just above it.3

Of 238 workers reporting an hourly wage in our survey, more than half (and more than a third of
those surveyed) earn $10/hour or less. The average wage of those reporting hourly compensation
is $10.59/hour. Only 5 percent (12 workers) make more than $15.00/hr. While Johnson County,
where the survey was conducted, is widely perceived as an economically vibrant area of the state,
the reality is more complicated. While the Iowa City area’s “college town” economy supports some
high-salary jobs in health care and academia, it likewise generates many low-wage jobs in
restaurant, hospitality, and retail sectors — and, as we report below, in manufacturing and
temporary services.

At the same time, low-wage workers in Johnson County must contend with some of the highest
costs of living in the state: the “family supporting” hourly wage (the wage needed to meet a frugal,
basic needs budget*) in lowa City is $22.37 /hr for a single parent with one child, and $18.17 /hr
for a couple with two children where both work full time.>

lowa’s low minimum wage is a clear contributing factor to these high rates of poverty. lowa last
increased its minimum wage to $7.25 in 2008 — 18 months before the federal minimum reached
the same level (in July 2009). At the time lowa moved to $7.25, only Illinois among neighboring
states had a higher minimum; but today, no state minimum wage has lingered at $7.25 longer than
lowa’s. Meanwhile, 29 states — including five of six states bordering lowa — have already
approved higher minimums.®

There are three ways to think about our low minimum wage (in the state and in the nation) as a
broken promise. In one respect, it is simply insufficient: the “floor” in our wage policy is just too
low. A single Iowa parent who has two children and works full time would need to make $28.07
per hour just to be able to pay for a basic, no-frills monthly budget, earning the equivalent of
$56,135 annually before taxes and credits.” But a full-time minimum wage job pays less than
$15,000 per year.
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In another respect, the minimum wage has failed to sustain an equitable distribution of economic
rewards and economic productivity. The real value of the minimum wage has fallen 25 percent
since the late 1960s. If the minimum wage had simply kept pace with gains in productivity, with
the growth of the economy, it would be nearly $19/hr today.8 If it had kept pace with the income
growth of the top 1 percent, it would be $27.00/hr.? Since the 1970s, real hourly wages for most
workers have lagged well behind the growth in economy-wide productivity. Between 1979 and
2014, the real hourly wages of the median wage worker (half of all workers earn more, half earn
less) were essentially flat — rising less than 3 percent over that entire 34-year span, or less than
0.1 percent per year. Over the same span, the real wages of low-wage workers (those at the 10th
percentile) fell by more than 2 percent (see Figure 1).10

Figure 1. Long-Term Flatness in lowa Wages — In Middle and Below Finally, because
Median and 10th Percentile Wages, lowa, 1979-2014 (2014 dollars) even small
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Source: Economic Policy Institute analysis of Current Population Survey data has demolished
2014 dollars, using CPI-U-RS  the notion that
minimum wage

hikes might come at the expense of job growth, and confirmed instead a host of ancillary benefits
for workers, local economies, and businesses alike — including productivity gains.! And broader
social benefits of increasing the minimum wage — stemming wage stagnation, building incomes
and assets, reducing poverty, and easing the considerable public costs of low-wage work — are
extensive and well-documented.?

Precarious Work in a Precarious Economy

Results of our survey show that eastern lowa is far from immune to troubling trends that have
come to characterize employment relationships in our national

economy. The security of private employment — the likelihood that a ‘Risk shift’: Security
job can be relied on to provide stable work at decent wages, and some of job and decent
bufft.er from the r.15k of unemployment or 51ck.ness or ret.lreme.nt — has wages on decline
declined dramatically across the last generation. This “risk shift” has

occurred against a backdrop of global competition, but its roots are institutional and political. The
ability of workers to shape the conditions of their own employment has faded as fewer workers
are covered by collective bargaining agreements, and the declining strength of labor unions
overall has diminished workplace and public pressure on employers to sustain a social contract
based on high-wage, good-benefit, career employment.

Perhaps the most remarkable discovery in our survey is the prevalence of temporary staffing in
what used to be the core of the high wage economy: manufacturing. Of our survey respondents,
nearly a quarter (72) reported working for a temporary or staffing agency, and virtually all of
those (62) were employed in manufacturing. Of all of the manufacturing workers in the survey



(150), well over a third were employed by a staffing
agency rather than by their actual place of employment.
More than half of workers surveyed (162 of 300) also
reported working hours that vary from week to week.
This is consistent with a wider trend of employers’
increased use of flexible or “just-in-time” scheduling.13

Nationally, the share of workers whose employment
status is insecure and contingent (day laborers, temp
workers, and the like) has swollen to 25 or 30 percent of
the labor force.1* For all workers, job tenure has slipped
and internal labor markets have weakened: workers
spend less of their working lives at one place of
employment, and those places of employment are less
likely to offer opportunities for promotion or
advancement.!> The insecurity and uncertainty of the
employment relationship cuts across firms and
industries. Certainly at the margins of the labor market,
employment is perpetually insecure and the risk and
reality of wage theft is very high. Recent studies of the
experience of day laborers, for example, have found that
half suffered unpaid wages, underpayment of overtime,
and other wage and hour violations.1® What is just as
troubling, and evident in the [owa compliance and survey
data, is that this insecurity is spreading across more and
more of the labor market.

Wage theft is also frequently linked to precarious
employment relationships that result when employees
are misclassified as “independent contractors” in order
avoid conventional employer responsibilities — not only
for regular and documented wages and overtime pay, but

What is ‘Wage Theft’?

Wage theft occurs whenever a worker is
robbed of legally owed wages because an
employer breaks the law or a contract.
Common forms of wage theft include:

Nonpayment of wages: An employer fails to
pay workers for some or all hours of work
performed, or fails to pay workers in a timely
fashion.

Underpayment of wages: An employer pays
workers less than they were promised or less
than they are legally owed under state or
federal statutes.

Tipped job violations: An employer pays
tipped employees less than the legally
mandated wage for tipped jobs, or forces tips
to be “shared” with managers

Deduction violations: An employer
diminishes workers’ pay by making
unauthorized or illegal deductions from
paychecks

Misclassification: An employer labels an
employee as an “independent contractor” in
order to avoid obligations to pay minimum
wage and overtime (along with a host of other
employment laws, and unemployment
insurance, workers’ compensation, and
income tax payments).

for contributions to social insurance and workers compensation programs as well.1” This problem
is especially rife in construction, where short-term contracts, day labor, and varied patterns of
supervision encourage the practice. Investigations undertaken by lowa Workforce Development’s
Misclassification Task Force in 2010 found “the impact of misclassification is broad and deep” and
that the problem was affecting “thousands of lowa workers.” Of the 230 employers (responsible
for the misclassification of 2,602 workers) identified by the task force, 112 were in construction.18
Recent compliance data suggest that this problem has only gotten worse. IWD and DOL claims by
lowa construction workers (see Figure 3) run three to five times ahead of the sector’s share of

Iowa Jobs.

Overall trends suggest that low-wage, contingent, and high-turnover employment is displacing
high-wage, career, and unionized employment at the core of the economy nationally and in lowa.
Meanwhile, state and federal policies have largely so far failed to fill in the gaps by facilitating
collective bargaining, expecting more of employers, or setting and sustaining higher labor

standards.1®




Wage Theft in lowa

Local survey results confirm clear and troubling patterns of wage theft Local survey: 25%
in Iowa. In all, 25 percent of respondents (73 of 300) reported having report some form
experienced some form of wage theft in the past year, and over half of
those reported multiple instances of wage theft. These patterns are
summarized in Figure 2. year

of wage theft in

Figure 2. Wage Theft Takes Many Forms in Recent lowa Experiences
Unpaid Overtime Leading Example (Both in Cost and Number of Reports) in Center for Worker Justice Survey, 2014
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The most common form of wage theft, experienced by 62 respondents (20 percent), was unpaid
overtime, amounting to nearly $40,000 in unpaid wages. Fifty-nine (about 20 percent) reported
late or unpaid wages, totaling just under $25,000. A smaller cohort (24, or 8 percent) worked for
time they were not paid for, and a few (eight respondents) reported illegal deductions from their
paychecks.

These results are not surprising, given what we know about the prevalence of wage theft
nationally. Recent national studies, employing innovative survey techniques, have sketched the
broad dimensions of the problem.2® Broken Laws, Unprotected Workers, a 2009 survey of low-wage
workers in the New York, Los Angeles and Chicago, found over a quarter were paid less than the
minimum wage, over half did not receive a paystub, over two-thirds experienced “off the clock” or
meal break violations, and over three quarters were unpaid or underpaid for overtime hours.
More than two-thirds (68 percent) of those surveyed had suffered at least one pay-related
violation in their previous week of work.21 A 2014 Department of Labor Study, focusing just on the
minimum wage, found a violation rate of 3.5 to 4.0 percent of all covered workers, representing a
substantial share of weekly income (35 to 70 percent depending on the estimation method) for
affected workers and correspondingly steep costs in uncollected payroll taxes and income taxes,
and social expenditures.?? In turn, recent assessments of state law have found both gaping
statutory holes, and meager commitment to (or resources for) basic compliance.23



Our survey also asked respondents to indicate how they received their wages, since nonstandard
methods of payment (via cash, debit card, or some other method) and a lack of access to printed
pay stubs are frequently associated with wage theft. Without a pay stub, it is difficult for workers
to determine whether they have been paid for all hours worked, to identify the type and amount of
any deductions from pay, and to confirm the regular hourly or overtime rates on which pay has
been based. While the importance of such documentation is broadly recognized, a quirk in lowa
law allows employers to avoid providing pay stubs, unless an individual worker makes a written
request for an accounting each time she receives a paycheck.?4

While overall wage payment patterns reported by local survey respondents are relatively
consistent and formal (especially in comparison to similar surveys conducted in large urban
areas), areas of concern are also evident. On the one hand, 95 percent of local workers surveyed
report earning an hourly wage, and 94 percent receive pay on a regular weekly or biweekly
schedule. On the other hand, only 85 percent report being paid by check or direct deposit, leaving
15 percent who are paid in cash or some other nonstandard method — including 23 respondents
who have worked jobs at which pay was provided only via a debit card. And while 93 percent have
been told that required taxes and social insurance are being withheld from their checks, only 87
percent receive a pay stub detailing those deductions.

Workers face additional problems when pay is provided via debit card. Those who receive a check,
but no stub, can at least determine the total amount of pay received, but workers paid via debit
card may not be able to confirm even that basic fact. In our survey, of the 50 respondents who
reported being paid with a debit card at some point in the last 12 months, many reported paying
fees (29), having trouble accessing their money (23), or being paid less than they had earned.

lowa law allows payment by “direct deposit” instead a paycheck for workers hired after July 1,
2005, unless prohibited by a collective bargaining agreement.2> The deposit must be made into a
financial institution of the employee’s choice. The law requires that any fees or costs must be paid
by the employer. In practice, however, employers often choose the financial institution, which may
not even be located in lowa, and workers are often charged fees to access their pay.

Available compliance data (state and federal) fleshes these patterns of Research has
wage theft in lowa, but again the data is imperfect. Given both the shown that most
nature of the problem, and of the claims process, reported wage claims

are a poor index of the incidence or the distribution of actual violations. workers who

Research has shown that most workers who experience wage theft do experience wage
not file claims (for example, workers report only about one of every 130 | theft do not file
violations of overtime law?¢). Complaints are driven less by the rate of claims; in fact, the

violation than by a host of other circumstances, including the
. : : employment
information costs (often exaggerated by language barriers) of o

navigating highly complex complaint processes, fear of retaliation, and conditions that

for some workers, fear of inviting scrutiny of immigration status. Indeed | make wage theft
the very conditions that make wage theft possible — contingent and possible make its
precarious employment, high rates of turnover, little union reporting less likely
representation — also make its reporting less likely.




With these caveats in mind, the compliance data is nevertheless instructive. Figure 3 compares
wage theft claims, by sector, to the share of all private nonfarm jobs in those sectors. Wage theft
claims (to the Department of Labor or lowa Workforce Development) are clustered in leisure and
hospitality, and construction — sectors of the economy notorious for uneven scheduling,
contingent employment relationships, and paycheck violations. Reports to lowa Workforce
Development are also high in service and information sectors, where contingent employment and
misclassification of employees are common.

Figure 3. Wage Theft Claims Clustered in Leisure and Hospitality, and Construction
lowa Jobs and Wage Claims: Percent Accounted for by Each Sector, 2007-2014
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Alongside the distribution of claims across the economy — with unsurprising spikes in restaurant
work, business services, construction, and some low-wage manufacturing subsectors, wage theft
also varies across firms, but here the pattern is more ragged. While employment at small or fly-by-
night firms is inherently risky, many larger firms and chains in low-wage industries have made
wage theft an integral part of their business model.?” Recent high-profile wage theft cases in [owa
have exposed and implicated the day-to-day labor practices of big box retailers like such as
Walmart and restaurant chains like Outback and Applebee’s.28

The Union Difference and the Growing Crisis of Enforcement

Although many factors have contributed to the expansion of our low-wage economy and the rise
of wage theft, two stand out as most important: the decline in union
density and Fhe fieliberate weakening of legal enforcement. The Union decline
gradual decline in the percentage of U.S. workers who have access to ..

union representation is well documented. Nationally, the share of carries |mpaf:t on
workers who belong to unions (and can bargain collectively with their | legal protections
employers) has fallen from its peak of over a third of the labor force in

the late 1950s to barely 1 in 10 today. In lowa (see Figure 4), union density in the private sector
has fallen by half since 1983 (from 14.7 percent to 7.4 percent) while union density in
manufacturing has fallen even more precipitously, from almost 40 percent to 17.6 percent.



Figure 4. lowa Union Membership Down by Half in 30 Years — Even More in Manufacturing
Declining Union Density in lowa, 1983 to 2014
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Source: Barry T. Hirsch and David A. Macpherson, unionstats.com.

This loss of representation and voice in the workplace has clear repercussions for wages and wage
standards. Since the 1970s, as we have seen, the real hourly wages of most workers have lagged
well behind the growth in economy-wide productivity.2? Other forms of security and
compensation have fallen alongside wages. The share of new workers who can count on employer-
provided health insurance (often a collectively bargained benefit) has virtually collapsed — for
young college graduates, the rate fell from 61 percent to 31 percent between 1989 and 2012; for
high school graduates it fell from 24 percent to 7 percent over the same span.3?

Wage losses are especially acute in sectors like meatpacking, where industry restructuring in
tandem with concerted employer efforts to weaken or eliminate unions have driven dramatic
declines in union density. At the end of the 1970s, just under half of meatpacking workers
belonged to a union.3! This fell to a third by the early 1980s, and to less ) i
than one in five by the end of the decade.32 Between 1947 and 1979, the | Food industry jobs
average real hourly wage of meatpacking workers rose 80 percent; after | are a smaller share
1979 it fell nearly 30 percent. In 1970, packinghouse wages were about | of manufacturing in
20 percent higher than the average manufacturing wage; by 2002 they lowa than the

were 20 percent lower.33 The impact of such a loss in union

H )
representation is in turn visible in the pattern of wage theft claims in industry’s share of
Iowa. While manufacturing is not heavily represented among wage and | wage theft claims
hour complaints made to either the federal Department of Labor or to by its employees

lowa Workforce Development, nondurable, food, and especially packing
workers make up much of that cohort. In claims by production workers made to lowa Workforce
Development, fully a third come from meatpacking alone. While food products account for less
than quarter of manufacturing employment in lowa, they account for over 40 percent of federal
wage-and-hour cases and fully half of federally assessed penalties and back wages (Figure 5).



Figure 5. Wage Theft Claims in Food Industry Disproportionately High Among Manufacturing
Food Industry Wage Claims, as a Share of all Manufacturing Claims
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The growing number of workers without a union might be expected to turn to state and federal
agencies for help, but those who do may be disappointed by the lack of resources available to
assist them. State and federal enforcement agencies lack the resources to follow up on claims, let
alone launch audits or investigations of offending industries. Between 1974 and 2004,
investigative staffing in the Department of Labor’s Wage and Hour Division fell by 14 percent even
as the number of covered workers grew by over 50 percent.3* The current political climate has
both savaged state enforcement budgets3® and allowed regulatory innovations to be portrayed as
a “burden” on business.3¢ Current economic conditions make it both more likely that employers
will resort to such violations, and less likely that workers will be in a position to object. The
intertwined disadvantages posed by union losses, precarious employment relationships, and an
inadequate minimum wage (in value and coverage) are thus compounded by a failure to enforce
even our most basic labor standards.

Our local survey illustrates how existing enforcement systems that rely Claims filed by
solely on individual workers’ knowledge of legal rights and ability to on|y 1in4
navigate complex complaint procedures may prevent many instances of survey

wage theft from ever showing up in official claims data. Of the 300

respondents in our survey, over 40 percent (128) experienced some form resPonden_ts

of wage theft, but only about a quarter of those (33) pursued claims. Of who experienced
those who pursued claims, not one had access to legal counsel, union wage theft

representation, or other assistance to do so.

Enforcement resources in the states are even more meager than in the federal agencies, and lowa
trails the pack.3” lowa Workforce Development has in recent years employed but one full-time
wage claims investigator — responsible for juggling upwards of 175 cases at once. Wage
complaints can take months to process, and the leadership of IWD has candidly acknowledged that
it lacks the personnel or resources to do its job adequately.38



Workers who experience wage theft also have the right to pursue private legal action against their
employers under both federal and lowa laws, but pursuing civil enforcement poses similar
challenges. Victims of wage theft may have a hard time finding a lawyer to take their case; few
attorneys in Iowa specialize in labor and employment law, and most who do, represent employers.
Lastly, even workers who are successful in winning a claim or suing an employer may never
collect what is due. Employers may close up shop in order to avoid paying a judgment or may
disappear in bankruptcy.

Policy Solutions

The epidemic of wage theft in lowa is inextricably entangled with the erosion of other labor and
employment standards, mounting barriers to traditional forms of union organization, and the
increasing precarity of low-wage work. Putting an end to wage theft will thus require multi-
faceted reforms and strategies for transforming employment relationships. As we detailed in our
2012 report, addressing these intertwined problems requires work on at least three fronts:
legislative change, administrative reform, and new approaches to workplace and community
organizing. At the same time, any such commitment to higher standards needs to be accompanied
by a commitment to sustain and enforce those standards.3?

First and foremost, all levels of government have a role to play in rebalancing the economy by
raising the pay of low-wage workers. Numerous federal proposals to increase minimum wage
have failed in recent years, leading 29 states to increase their minimum wages above the current
federal rate of $7.25. In the 2015 Iowa legislative session, Senate File 269, which would have
raised the minimum wage to $8.00 on July 1, 2015, and $8.75 on July 1, 2016, passed in the Senate
largely on party lines, but died in the House when Republican leaders refused to allow it to be
debated. In the absence of state or federal action, cities and counties across the country have
increased the minimum wage in their own communities.*? As of this writing, a move in lowa by
Johnson County supervisors is underway to establish a county minimum wage of $10.10.

Second, emerging policy innovations to regulate and curb the growth of the temporary
employment industry deserve attention from the public and policy-makers. Indeed, the U.S. is one
of the few countries that does not regulate temporary employment or protect temporary
workers.#1 The European Union, for example, in 2011 adopted the “Temporary and Agency
Workers Directive” guaranteeing certain minimum working conditions to temporary workers.4?
States are also taking action. Illinois’ Day and Temporary Labor Services Act was strengthened in
2006, partly to provide more stability to workers and partly to reduce wage theft.#3 The Illinois
law requires temp agencies to register with the state Department of Labor, to maintain accurate
time records, and to provide certain information to temporary employees about their
assignments, hours, wages and their legal rights. In some respects, lowa'’s existing Construction
Contractor Registration statute (lowa Code Chapter 91C) could serve as a model for requiring
temporary staffing agencies to conduct similar basic reporting and record-keeping in lowa.

Legislative changes in wage payment laws remain necessary to cover gaps and strengthen
enforcement. Under existing state and federal law, chances that unscrupulous employers will get
caught are slight, as are the penalties if they are caught. As James Leonard, a former Department of
Labor lawyer, concedes, “I hate to put it this way, but there’s almost a financial incentive to take a
chance that you won'’t be caught, because even if you are caught you’ll only have to pay back
wages.”#* On the federal level, the FLSA leaves too many workers uncovered — either through
occupational exemptions or through its inability to stem worker misclassification. The FLSA
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requires only that workers be paid the minimum, not that they be paid the wages they were
promised (a worker who has not been paid at all may have a claim under the FLSA, but a worker
who was promised $10/hours and paid only $8/hour does not). lowa’s minimum wage law
(Chapter 91D) applies to a broader class of workers, but contains no provision for overtime,
leaving the FLSA the only recourse for lowa workers on that issue.

Iowa’s Chapter 91A is relatively strong as state wage payment statutes go, but also falls short in
some key respects.*> Proposals to remedy these shortfalls — by requiring employers to keep
records of terms of employment, better protected workers from employer retaliation, and devote
new resources to enforcement and public education — have been introduced repeatedly in the
lowa Senate but have yet to gain consideration in the lowa House.#®

On the administrative front, much more could be done to effectively enforce existing wage
payment laws. With a stronger (and better funded) commitment, [owa Workforce Development
could streamline the claims process, provide worker outreach and education, improve its own
record-keeping and reporting, and actively investigate industries with a high number of violations
— rather than simply reacting to isolated complaints. Both proactive investigation and efficient
resolution of workers’ claims, in turn, depend upon adequate funding for enforcement. Even the
lowa Association of Business and Industry, a longtime opponent of strengthening lowa’s wage
payment statutes, has conceded that wage theft is indefensible and that the state should focus “on
providing the resources necessary for strong enforcement.” 47

And finally, on the community front, unions and other local organizations can play a crucial role in
highlighting the problem, advocating for both workers and legislative change, and working with
stakeholders — workers, employers, local governments and enforcement agencies — toward
constructive solutions. The importance of this “eyes and ears on the ground” presence cannot be
underestimated. Partnerships between state agencies and community organizations were crucial
to the success of the 2011-12 misclassification task force in lowa. And the leadership of groups
like Iowa Citizens for Community Improvement and the Center for Worker Justice of Eastern lowa
have played a key role in documenting wage theft and pressing solutions. These groups are
especially important, given the precarious employment status of many workers, and the absence
of union representation in the majority of workplaces.

Conclusion

The American workplace is an increasingly precarious place. The decline in union representation,
the unraveling of the employment relationship, and the erosion of legislated labor standards have
left American working families poorer, and less secure. All of these trends have magnified the
likelihood that even legally earned wages are sometimes unpaid or underpaid. These patterns are
amply documented — in lowa and across the nation, in our most recent business cycle and across
the last generation. And they are underscored by our recent survey of low-wage workers in
Eastern Iowa, which shines a bright light on local patterns of low-wage employment, tenuous and
uncertain work arrangements, and wage theft.

The solutions, in this respect, are both urgent and obvious. In the absence of the security provided
by high-wage, career employment, and in the absence of workplace organizations sufficient to
sustain workers’ bargaining power, public policy must fill in the gaps. We need labor laws and
labor standards that match — in their occupational reach, and in their enforcement mechanisms
— the economy in which we live. In the long run, we can hope that enhancing the terms of
employment and restoring the ability of workers to form unions might make work more
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rewarding and more secure. In the short run, we should do no less than ensure that hard work is
rewarded; that wages are sufficient to secure family well-being, and that wages earned are also
wages paid.
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