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Introduction

In the United States today, millions of workersnyaf them new immigrants and people of
color, are laboring on the very lowest rungs ofno@litan labor markets with weak prospects
for improving the quality of their present positsoor advancing to better jobs. It is unfortunate
but true that ethnicity, race, and immigration ssdtave enormous impact on the jobs they do,
the compensation they receive, and the possilsilihiey have for redress when mistreated by
employers.

When my grandparents came to this country from Naeat the turn of the last century, they
were only a few lucky steps ahead of the Holocaduigtn arrival at Ellis Island, they had already
come through many hardships and knew that manyolestawaited them here in the United
States. But one obstacle they did not face wateta right to work. From the moment they
arrived here, European immigrants received legdiaization to work and started down the



pathway to citizenship. In stark contrast to thiosenigrants of my grandparents' generation,
labor migrants today often have an extremely diffiime obtaining legal status or employment
authorization.

The story of immigrant workers in America and tlxgleitation and prejudice they faced is
obviously not a new one. Earlier waves of immigsagmncountered serious discrimination, took
up some of society's dirtiest and most dangerdas jooked to their families and coethnics to
build economic stability over time, and fought tgand workers rights and establish labor
unions. In the past, large numbers of American exkincluding immigrants and African
Americans, were able to join together through usitinwage a common struggle for dignity,
better wages, and better working conditions, bwt nofavorable labor law and employer
opposition have made this much more difficult. didiéion to unions, mutual aid, and fraternal
organizations, political parties, settlement houaesd urban churches also offered immigrants
and African-Americans a means of joining togetloemavigate their economic and political way
through American society. But today, although treeesome important and inspiring exceptions
to the rule, many of these old institutions ardamger available to the vast majority of the
nation's working poor. New forms of labor markedtitutions including new types of unions,
community-based organizations, and social movemenips are struggling to fill the void. This
study examines one such promising emergent instituivorker centers.

Worker centers are community-based mediating urigtits that provide support to low-wage
workers. Difficult to categorize, worker centervbaome features that are suggestive of the
earlier U.S. civic institutions mentioned aboveh@&tfeatures, such as cooperatives and popular
education classes, are suggestive of the cividiwad of the home countries from which many
recent immigrants came. Centers pursue this migeraigh a combination of approaches:

Service delivery: providing legal representatiomgocover unpaid wages; English classes; worker
rights education; access to health clinics, bamkaats, and loans

Advocacy: researching and releasing of exposestaomdlitions in low-wage industries,
lobbying for new laws and changes in existing omegking with government agencies to
improve monitoring and grievance processes, anmjiog suits against employers

Organizing: building ongoing organizations and gmgg in leadership development among
workers to take action on their own for economid political change

The combination of organizing with service and azhay is what sets these centers apart from
other worker centers and immigrant service orgdiniaa. The proportions of each of the three
elements vary widely from center to center, as dloe®verall orientation the centers bring to
their work.

Mapping worker centers

Given that they account for the majority, the foolighis study is immigrant worker centers in
metropolitan areas, but these organizations egiatsubset of a larger body of worker
centers—contemporary community-based worker organiarojects that have taken root in
communities across the United States in recensy@ara starting point, before we focus on



immigrant worker centers, it is useful to think abthis larger set of organizations. Working
with an advisory board created for this project,n@enmered out the defnition of "worker
centers" given above and then attempted to idealifgenters that fit the definition. As
Lawrence Goodwyn observed in The Populist Momeuntitecal stage in the movement-building
process is the "movement seeing itself." | plobalhese organizations on a map of the United
States, a regularly updated version of which canideed on the Cornell University Press
website (http://www.cornellpress.cornell.edu) oe glage for this book. The full list of
organizations included on the map are organizestdtye in Appendix B.

The study methodology was largely qualitative, @ltih a survey of forty organizations was
conducted and the data were analyzed and presenjedntitative terms. The worker centers
included in the survey are listed in Appendix A.

As of May 2005, there were 137 worker centers. Miagority of the organizations (122) are
identified as immigrant worker centers. As will bewe apparent, a wide range of groups has
been included—African-American organizations, g®tipat work with immigrants as well as
nonimmigrants, organizations that focus on workfaadicipants, groups that call themselves
unions, and even groups that do not call themselegker centers. | have endeavored to capture
the full breadth of new types of community-basedahk®&o organizing projects that are currently
active among low-wage workers.

The final component of the study was to conduce mmdepth case studies. For this first study of
the field as a whole, our inclination was to choestblished centers that were well thought of.
We set out to identify the different worker centesdels, evaluate the effectiveness of the
worker center strategy in improving the lives oklevage workers, and highlight key lessons,
strengths, weaknesses, and future challengessiildy assesses immigrant worker centers from
a number of different angles and through a vaoéinterpretive lenses. Our questions going

into it were urgent but straightforward ones. Wéra the institutional mechanisms for
integrating low-wage immigrants into American cisdciety so that they, like those who came
before them, are able to avail themselves of timefits of ongoing organization, economic
representation, and political action? Which organans might become the fixed point in the
changing world of work, able to provide the jolriag, skills development and placement,
health insurance and pensions that many employessarcessed through firms? Given the
racial polarization of the economy and the dispropnate representation of immigrants and
people of color in low-wage employment, what roi# vrace and ethnicity play as constitutive
categories for analysis, education, strategy, atidre?

Chapter 1 examines the origins and developmeriteoivorker center phenomenon. | describe
and explain the distinguishing features of thesgare and provide brief "snapshots” of some,
which are discussed later in the book. | also glew brief overview of the immigrant
communities and subsets of those communities iclwvorker centers are active.

Chapter 2 begins with an examination of the chapgmmigration pattern in modern U.S.
history to provide a context for looking at the tamporary immigrant scene. This is
complemented by a review of recent changes in t&e &conomy that have had a decisive



impact on the status and conditions of low-wage ignamt workers today. Finally, | survey the
dramatic decline of immigrant support systems dkerast century, arguing that this change has
been critical to the rise of worker centers.

Chapter 3 looks at worker center methods of outr@acl recruitment, and the important role
that community institutions play in this regardhighlight a central paradox for immigrant

worker collective action in general. On the onedhatrong ethnic identities and vibrant social
networks facilitate organizing; on the other, thad nature of immigration itself and the ability

of workers to preserve strong ongoing home couwdnnections can sometimes mitigate against
civic participation in the United States. | als@xe the challenges of working across ethnicity
in industries in which more than one ethnic graaipmployed as well as the interplay between
class, gender, and ethnicity in worker center degag and advocacy.

Chapter 4 examines worker center service delivergtets and explores some of the reasons why
centers have decided to make direct service pavisn important component of their activities.

| offer a closer look at some of the most commanises provided and the ways in which these
organizations are trying to tie service provisiooreclosely to their mission of organizing and
advocacy.

Chapters 5 and 6 provide an overview of stratgoesued by worker centers for raising wages
and improving working conditions in low-wage induss. In chapter 5 | look at organizing that
targets single employers and entire industrieso Algveyed are efforts to organize day laborers
and create independent economic enterprises. Gh@apftéers case studies of a variety of worker
center relationships with labor unions and ther&dfof some centers to create independent
unions.

Chapters 7 and 8 examine centers' public policyaavidbcacy activities. In chapter 7 | look at
ways centers partner with governmental entitigester enforcement of existing labor laws and
regulations, and organize to push local, state federal government agencies for administrative
and policy changes. | also review the ability aftees to promote policy and legislative reforms
that raise wages and improve working conditionddarwage workers. Chapter 8 looks at
centers' public policy campaigns that flght for igmation reform and immigrant rights and for a
broader social justice agenda. | end this chapitéran overall assessment of the strengths and
weaknesses of worker centers' public policy camyzaig

Chapters 9 and 10 are devoted to the internal argiéonal structures and approaches of
immigrant worker centers. In chapter 9 | examine tioe centers handle leadership development
and political education of members, and how tha&ygopeople of color and young people into
leadership positions. In this chapter, | also labkecision-making, organizational budgets,
formal membership, and dues collection structureshapter 10 | provide an overview of the
variety of networks in which worker centers aredlved and offers an evaluation of the

strengths and weaknesses of worker center inteysé¢ms, structures, and practices.

Chapter 11 presents an overall assessment of themnaenter phenomenon. | identify what |
believe are the centers' greatest strengths andisamt weaknesses and offer critical thoughts



on their power and effectiveness. | also suggemt@bs to national labor, immigration, and
social policies that could aid their efforts to irope the lives of low-wage workers.

Worker centers have emerged as central compongtite onmigrant community infrastructure
and, in the combination of services, advocacy,@gdnizing they undertake, are playing a
unique role in helping immigrants navigate the wsmf work and legal rights in the United
States. They are gateway organizations that arémgemmigrant workers where they are and
providing them with a wealth of information anditiag. Most centers provide a wide range of
day-to-day work services: from one-on-one assigtdnaendividuals who walk in the door with
employment-related problems to mounting colleciiggon campaigns to change employer,
industry, or government policies and practices.

The world of worker centers is hopeful, compasgienaventive, and dynamic. Confronting the
"wild west" of America's largely unregulated low-gealabor markets, and the legal limbo in
which many of their members live and work, workenters have pioneered a host of innovative
strategies that attempt to wrest order out of thas. The centers evince great skill at creative
means of recruitment, leadership development, anabdratic participation. They have

effectively documented and exposed the exploitatidow-wage workers. They are altering the
terms of debate, changing the way people understen@orld around them, the problems they
face, and the possibilities for social change.llito@ many cases, these centers are the only "port
in the storm" for low-wage immigrant workers seekio understand U.S. labor and immigration
laws, file back wage claims, and organize agamslcitrant employers.

Through their service provision, advocacy, and mizjag work, worker centers are helping to
set the political agenda and mobilize a growingstiturency to make its voice heard on
fundamental labor and immigration reform. This warkand of itself instrumental to a brighter
future for low-wage workers in the United Statesalso indispensable to the revitalization of
organized labor and progressive politics in America
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