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| (CRIME WAVE NO ONE TALKS ABOUT® | Employers ﬁnd ways to cheat in hard tlmes

BY EMILY BAZAR

More workers are gettmg stiffed

just when they need theu' pay the .

naost.

Complmnts of wage theft have-r :

) nsen as the economy tumbled. Alle-

> gations range from- underpayment'

to not getting paid at all. -
“It's definitely on'the: rise nat:lon-
aIly because of thé economic erisis,”

' says Ted Smukler, public policy di- -

¥ “rector of Interfaith-Worker Justice,
L2 "Chicago .advocacy organization
for better wages, benefits and
workmg condrtlons “Employers
_are desperate to shave corners
[“When their profits are going down,
X g}nd some are just greedy.”

Wage theft is most common
among low-wage earners a.nd‘day
laborers, he says. It affects non-im-

‘migrants and 1mm1grants legal and
" illegal: -
Lasgt year, theUS Department of.
<Labor- collected $57.5 million in’
- back.wages for 77,000 workers in'
‘industiies sich as agriculture and

garment-makmg ‘The year before
- $527 million. .

Chmagos Working Hands. Leg'al
Clinic has been getting more com-

plaints from construction, restau--
rant, janitorial and other workers, B
_says Chris Williams, the group’s ex- -

ecutive‘director. It got 252 in the
“first half of the year, compared with

161 in the same period last year:

Most are immigrants, Wi]ha.ms
says. The Labor Department says

iliegal mmgrants are covered un-
der nu.mmum-wage and overt:me

faws.

“We doalot of-work w1th workers _

at -temporary staffiig agencies,
people who work maybe 32 hours,
but they’re only gettmg pa1d for 26,"
Wilhams says, .

Posted on wn'getheft org is a’ ﬁlm

made by Loyola University stu-
" dents that follows how activists
" with the Interfaith Workers Center |
-attempt to collect stolen wages

from a bakery owner. Says.one vic-

tim, a young woman, “I was ina po-
sition where I 'didn’t have the re-
~ sources-to fight back” :

Kim Bobo, founden of Interfalth

Worker Justice and author of Wage'

Theft mAmenca, says the practice is

_ “the erime wave no onie talks about.”

" 'Wage theft includes not only be-

. ing stiffed for pay but also busi-
* negses misclassifying employees as
" eontractors and allowing them toil-

legally deriy workers overtime pay.
. ‘Wage theft is “widespread and
pervasive across all types of compa-

‘nies,” Bobo writes, including such
oceupations as construction work-

ers,nurses and bookkeepers ‘
“Although some of the worst
wage theft occurs when immigrant

workers aien’t paid minimim wage .
“or aren’t paid at all; the largést dol-
" lar amounts are stolen from native-

born whlte and black workers inun-
_paid overtime,” says Bobo.

In June; a report by the Govern-
ment- Accountability Office eriti-
cized the Labor Department’s en-
forcement - of - wage-theft
complamts, callmg 1ts mvestlga-
tions “ineffective

In response, Rep. George Miller
of California and Rep, Phil Hare, a
Downstate Illinois Democrat, have
¢o-authored a bill that would freeze
the statute of limitations on wage-
theft claims durihg investigations, -
giving workers time to pursue op-
tions such as lawsuits.
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