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Executive Summary

Nature of community problem:

The absence of a formal set of rules governing how day laborers and contractors operate at Rhode Island Place Shopping Center NE and the lack of an on-site institutional vehicle for addressing community-based concerns has created challenges for all stakeholders, including workers, neighbors, businesses, and local authorities:

· Day laborers lack access to basic amenities such as shelter and sanitation facilities and are highly vulnerable to labor rights violations by unscrupulous employers. 

· Community complaints have not been resolved around issues such as drinking, urination, and littering, which involve some members of the day laborer community.

· In the absence of a designated hiring area, negotiations between day laborers and contractors frequently cause traffic disruptions and other safety hazards in the parking lot.

Proposed short-term solution: 

Create a temporary designated area at the Rhode Island Place Shopping Center that will serve as a permitted gathering place for day laborers and will be an interim step towards securing an off-site worker center. By clearly delineating the roles and responsibilities of all stakeholders and by involving day laborers immediately in collective efforts to improve conditions in the vicinity, the creation of a designated area would help lay the groundwork for the task of organizing workers for a permanent off-site location

Proposed long-term solution: 

A worker center that provides an orderly and just hiring process for contingent workers, basic facilities that provide dignity and protection from the elements, employment services that meet the needs of unemployed and underemployed community members in Ward 5, and that serves as a community-based vehicle for facilitating understanding of each stakeholder's interests and concerns around the day labor issue.

Proposed actions for D.C. government:

· Facilitate land transfer to non-profit manager for permanent site of future worker center; 

· Assist in expediting zoning and permitting process for permanent site of future worker center; and

· As a temporary measure to facilitate transition to permanent site, assume lease and liability for designated area of parking lot at Rhode Island Place Shopping Center NE, and turn over said area to non-profit manager.

Proposed actions for Coalition for a Worker Center in Washington D.C. and supporters: 

· Strengthen community and political support for the creation of a worker center;

· Secure funding for worker center operations;

· Monitor newly established designated area;

· Develop rules of operation for the center; and

· Create and implement a marketing plan for the center.

Proposed Timeline:

· Week of September 16th: Attorney General's office reports on their ability to carry out proposed actions. 

· Week of October 1st: Attorney General's office and Coalition reconvene to discuss next steps; Coalition presents fundraising and management plan.

· Fall 2008: Coalition begins fundraising, putting in place structures for management of a worker center, and engaging community in dialogue. Attorney General's office moves forward with leasing and transfer for temporary designated area and permanent worker center.

· November 2008: Designated area opens.

· Winter 2008-2009:  Coalition continues fundraising, finalizes operating plans for the center.

· Spring 2009: Worker center opens.

The Day Labor Issue as a Community Concern in Washington D.C. 

A Working Paper to Initiate Public-Private Cooperation to Open a Worker Center in Ward 5


By

The Coalition for a Worker Center in Washington D.C. 

In Cooperation with the Office of Ward 5 Councilmember Harry Thomas Jr. and Home Depot Co. 

I. Introduction: Why a worker center in DC?

In Washington D.C., as in many other major U.S. cities, homeowners and other contractors have traditionally recruited day laborers at informal gathering points such as street corners, parks, empty lots, and storefronts. In recent years, the growth of D.C.’s home improvement and retail construction sectors has caused important adjustments in local day labor practices. Rhode Island Place Shopping Center in northeast Washington, which was completed in 2002 and includes the city’s only Home Depot store, has become the nexus of D.C.’s day labor economy. On a typical day, between 90 and 120 laborers of diverse backgrounds, including people of Latin American descent and African-Americans, congregate in the vicinity of Rhode Island Place in search of work. 

To date, local stakeholders have yet to agree upon a formal set of rules governing how day laborers and contractors operate at Rhode Island Place. The fact that day laborers do not have an officially designated space where they can freely seek work has only served to make the situation more challenging for all stakeholders, including workers, neighbors, businesses, and local authorities: 

· Because day laborers do not have formal work arrangements, they are more vulnerable to labor rights violations, including not being paid the minimum wage, not being paid the full amount they are owed, and not being provided with adequate health and safety protections. Workers who gather outside are unprotected from heat and cold, and often face harassment and risk arrest if they gather on private property.  
· Inconsistent and confusing enforcement at Rhode Island Place leads to misunderstandings on a daily basis between security officers, workers, businesses, and neighbors. 

· As workers spread throughout the parking lot to compete for work, contractors often disrupt traffic and create safety hazards when they stop to negotiate.

· Some individuals who frequent day labor sites engage in activities that are problematic to the surrounding communities, such as public drinking, urination and littering.   
Day laborers, along with a number of other local stakeholders, including representatives from the faith, labor, legal and business communities have advocated for several years for the creation of a worker center as a long-term solution. In March 2008, a group of workers, neighbors, and community-based organizations came together to form the Coalition for a Worker Center in Washington D.C., an ad-hoc organization that seeks to build a stronger base of community and political support for a worker center in D.C. that will address these challenges. The Coalition for a Worker Center has been engaging in dialogue with representatives from Home Depot, Graimark/Walker Development, and Councilmember Thomas’ office in order to work collaboratively towards this goal. 
Several dozen worker centers currently operate in urban, rural, and suburban areas across the country. In most cases, worker centers are administered by non-profit entities, and one of their main functions is to provide an orderly hiring process of day labor in order to both protect the rights of workers and provide employers with quality employees. This is different from a labor pool or temporary staffing agency because the contractor pays the worker directly, and the center takes no profit from the transaction. Successful models of such worker centers exist across the D.C. metro area and have proven to be effective vehicles for safeguarding workers’ rights and mitigating the negative impacts associated with day labor.

II. The vision for a worker center in Ward 5

Broadly, the vision of the Coalition is a worker center that provides an orderly and just hiring process for contingent workers, basic facilities that provide dignity and protection from the elements, employment services that meet the needs of unemployed and underemployed community members in Ward 5, and that serves as a community-based vehicle for facilitating understanding of each stakeholder’s interests and concerns around the day labor issue. Such a center would bring greater safety and security to day laborers while meeting the concerns both of businesses in the shopping center and neighbors in the surrounding area. Specifically: 

· A center will develop a sense of individual and group responsibility among day laborers and help involve them in collective efforts to improve conditions in the Brentwood community.
· A center will increase access among day laborers and other workers in the Brentwood community to work-related legal services, short-term work opportunities, and longer-term training opportunities. 
· A center would strengthen collaboration and partnership between local government, day laborers, neighbors, business owners, police, employers, churches, and other community groups in Brentwood around issues of mutual concern.
· A center would provide an orderly space for day laborers and their employers to meet and carry out their negotiations.

· A center would minimize problems associated with littering, improve sanitation and enhance public safety.

· A center would create better working conditions for day laborers, reducing their exposure to safety hazards and abuses by unscrupulous employers, helping to stabilize wages and providing amenities to address their basic needs

While the day laborer population in Washington D.C. is majority Latino, African-Americans and others also perform day work in various capacities throughout the city. For example, it is common for homeless men to be picked up outside shelters or other service-providing location to perform manual labor tasks, and these workers often suffer forms of abuse similar to the day laborers at Home Depot. Establishing a center where workers and contractors/employers could access each other in a way that protects workers’ rights and safety would benefit the D.C. community overall, and especially lower income constituencies. Such an institution in the nation’s capital would have the potential to be a model showcasing how employment and training services for African-Americans, Latinos, and other under-served groups can be incorporated together in a single, inclusive facility.

III. History of efforts to create a center

Within the D.C. government, current Ward 5 Councilmember Harry Thomas Jr. has actively championed the creation of a worker center. In 2007, Councilmember Thomas engaged the Office of Latino Affairs and the Department of Employment Services, as well as Ward 5 community leaders and residents, in conversations about the vision and structure of a potential center and identified city funds that could be used to build and operate a center in Brentwood. However, community opposition and the absence of public support from other elected leaders in D.C., together with the difficulty of securing a location for a center brought the initiative to a standstill by the end of 2007. 

The Coalition for a Worker Center was formed in part as an attempt to support the ongoing work of Councilmember Thomas by helping to galvanize community support for a worker center. The Coalition is also committed to developing a management plan for a center, creating a non-profit organization capable of running a worker center, and raising the funds necessary to operate a center. Over the past six months, the involved groups have increased their overall commitment of resources to organizing work around this issue. Currently, DC Jobs With Justice, the Washington Lawyers’ Committee, Foundry Methodist UMC and the Central American Resource Center all assign staff to support the work of the Coalition. The Coalition is actively seeking out leaders in the D.C. community whom are interested in joining as partners to its effort. 

Members of the Coalition work closely with the Union de Trabajadores de Washington (Washington DC Workers Union), which is an officially-incorporated organization representing day laborers at Home Depot and other sites. The Workers’ Union was formed in 2006, and allows workers to join together to address challenges facing them on a day-to-day basis, such as unpaid wages, police harassment, and lack of work, as well as to organize cultural and social activities. Worker investment and support is critical to the success of a day labor center, making the Union de Trabajadores a key partner in the Coalition.

IV. The road ahead 

Next steps that will be necessary to open a worker center include identifying a site, strengthening community support, developing an operating plan, raising necessary funds, forming a marketing plan, creating a non-profit organization capable of managing the center, and hiring staff. The Coalition for a Worker Center is committed to working with Councilmember Thomas’ office, the D.C. government, the community, and local businesses, including Home Depot and Graimark/Walker, to accomplish these tasks. 

Locate and secure location for work center   

The first, critical step forward will be to identify a location that will be visible and accessible to both workers and contractors and large enough to accommodate the current number of workers, which ranges between 90-120 workers per day. The location should be as close as possible to the current gathering place in the Rhode Island Place center. 

Supporters of a center, including Home Depot, Councilmember Thomas’ office, and the Coalition for a Worker Center have identified a vacant piece of land on west side of Brentwood Road NE, just south of Israel Baptist Church, and adjacent to the back loading area of Home Depot. A ramp from the Rhode Island Place shopping center connects pedestrian traffic directly from this parcel of land to the Home Depot contractor loading zone.

We would like to request assistance from the DC government in obtaining this piece of land either through a tax sale, or through a long-term lease with the city, if the city were able to acquire the land directly. We also seek cooperation from relevant city agencies in obtaining the necessary permits, zoning, and public services needed to occupy the space. 

Construction of Center Space
Once a space is secured, it must be converted into a functional work center.  Day laborers will be involved in construction and rehabilitation of the obtained location.  Skills of the day workers will be developed and cataloged during this process, and workers will take ownership over the success of the project.  During this process, in-kind donations of furniture and necessary materials will be given, and private funders will begin to support overall operating costs. 

Develop rules of operation for the center

Rules involve governing structures and establishment of minimum wages and job distribution methods must be created and articulated by the workers themselves.  The rules are established to ensure that the purposes of the work center are accomplished.  These rules may include, for example:

· the prohibition of selling or/and consuming of alcohol and drugs in the area;

· the prohibition of violence and theft; 

· respect toward each other;

· respect for women and families who pass by the work center; and

· other rules decided upon by the workers to ensure a harmonious area.

Implement Marketing Plan
In order for the work center to be successful, the vast majority of employers must hire day laborers from it, as opposed to the original public hiring location.  To achieve this goal, the promotion of the area, before and after the inauguration of the work center, should be a joint effort between all stakeholders.

· Marketing Before Opening

The Coalition for a Worker Center, in cooperation with the city, should post large signs announcing the designated area as a formal site in the surrounding area and produce fliers announcing the opening and benefits of hiring people from there. Local businesses, churches and community-based organizations should let their clients know about the new site; and police and day laborers should start informing residents and contractors about it.  Every stakeholder should be actively involved in the distribution of fliers within their own contacts.  The host organization should implement a comprehensive media strategy to give exposure to the center and highlight its positive effects on the community.  

· Marketing After Opening


After the opening of the center, it is very important for each stakeholder to keep involved in the promotion of the area and the distribution of fliers. Representatives of the host organization, the Coalition for a Worker Center and the Union de Trabajadores will explain to the day laborer community the benefits of waiting for work there.  The police should invite and guide possible employers to the formal area daily; and businesses can let fliers be distributed at their premises.

V. Intermediate Solutions 

As opening a worker center will likely require between 6 months and a year, we also recommend establishing a designated area at the Rhode Island Place Shopping Center on Rhode Island Ave, NE that will serve as a short-term, permitted gathering place for day laborers over the next 6 months to a year and will be an interim step towards securing a location and funding for a permanent off-site worker center. The goal of such an area would be to create safety and security at this location while respecting the rights and livelihoods of day laborers and meeting the concerns both of businesses in the shopping center and neighbors in the surrounding area during the period until a worker center can open.

A designated area would incorporate the following characteristics: 

*Visibility and Accessibility: A designated area would be visible and accessible for both, workers and employers. It should also be large enough to accommodate the current number of workers, which ranges between 90-120 workers per day. Clearly drawn lines marking the boundaries of the designated area and bilingual signs announcing would direct both employers and day laborers. 

*Safety: A designated area would be located in an area where traffic is directed in a manner so as not to jeopardize the safety and health of day laborers and customers. Physical barriers (such as cones, speed-bumps, fencing, or temporary barriers) would help create clear lanes of traffic for trucks. 
*Collaboration: Day laborers must be involved in running the designated area with in coordination with business owners, workers, police, and the community is necessary to ensure a successful location. Clearly posted rules governing behavior of both workers and employers within the designated area

*Amenities: Trash cans, access to bathrooms, and access to shade will help to meet human needs of day laborers while maintaining the cleanliness of the site and surrounding community.

Due to liability concerns, another entity would need to lease and manage a portion of the parking area that would operate as a designated area for day laborers. We would like to explore the possibility of a three-way partnership where the city leases a part of the parking lot at Rhode Island Place, and then sub-leases to a community-based non-profit for management.

