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Judaism and Social Justice
And Laban said until Jacob: Because thou art my brother, shouldest thou therefore serve me for nought? Tell me, what shall thy wages be? (Genesis 29: 15)

And when ye reap the harvest of your land, thou shalt not wholly reap the corner of thy field, neither shalt thou gather the gleaning of thy harvest. And thou shalt not glean thy vineyard, neither shalt thou gather the fallen fruit of thy vineyard; thou shalt leave them for the poor and for the stranger: I am the Lord your God. (Leviticus 19:9-10)

When you cut down your harvest in your field, and have forgotten a sheaf in the field,

you shall not go again to fetch it; it shall be for the stranger, for the orphan, and for the widow; that the Lord your God may bless you in all the work of your hands... And you shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt; therefore I command you to do this thing. (Deuteronomv 24: 19-22)

At the end of three years you shall bring forth all the tithe of your produce in that year , and shall lay it up inside your gates...and the stranger, and the orphan, and the widow, who are inside your gates, shall come, and shall eat and be satisfied; that the Lord your God may bless you in all the work of your hand which you do. (Deuteronomy 19:28-29)

And it shall be, when the Lord thy God shall bring thee into the land which God swore until thy fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give thee-great and goodly cities, which thou didst not build, and houses full of all good things, which thou didst not fill, and cisterns hewn out, which thou didst not hew, vineyards and olive trees, which thou didst not plan, and thou shalt eat and be satisfied-then beware lest thou forget the Lord, who brought thee forth out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. (Deuteronomy 6:10-12)

"Do not rob the impoverished because he is impoverished" (Proverbs 22:22)

Open thy mouth, judge righteously, and plead the cause of the poor and needy. (Proverbs 31:9)

I hate, I despise your feasts, and I will take no delight in your solemn assemblies. Yea, though ye offer me burnt-offerings and your meal-offerings, I will not accept them; neither will I regard the peace-0fferings of your fat beasts. Take thou away from Me the noise of thy songs; and let Me not hear the melody of they psalteries. But let justice well up as waters, and righteousness as a might stream. (Amos 5:21-24)
Economic Policy Institute (http://www.epinet.org/)
Living Wage

Facts at a Glance
Living wage ordinances have been enacted in over 70 localities.
· A living wage ordinance requires employers to pay wages that are above federal or state minimum wage levels. Only a specific set of workers are covered by living wage ordinances, usually those employed by businesses that have a contract with a city or county government or those who receive economic development subsidies from the locality. The rationale behind the ordinances is that city and county governments should not contract with or subsidize employers who pay poverty-level wages.

· The living wage level is usually the wage a full-time worker would need to earn to support a family above federal poverty line, ranging from 100% to 130% of the poverty measurement. The wage rates specified by living wage ordinances range from a low of $6.25 in Milwaukee to a high of $12 in Santa Cruz.

· In addition to setting wage levels, many ordinances also have provisions regarding benefits (such as health insurance and paid vacation), labor relations, and hiring practices. 

Living wage ordinances provide much needed raises for low-income workers.
· Wages for the bottom 10% of wage earners fell by 9.3% between 1979 and 1999.

· The number of jobs where wages were below what a worker would need to support a family of four above the poverty line also grew between 1979 and 1999. In 1999, 26.8% of the workforce earned poverty-level wages, an increase from 23.7% in 1979. 

Living wage ordinances can ensure that pay for contractual workers does not fall behind the pay of city workers.
· The trend toward privatization of services formerly provided by public sector workers is well documented.

· These privatization efforts have often resulted in decreases in wages for the private sector workers in the same job categories. A study by the Chicago Institute on Urban Poverty, which compared the wages and benefits of Chicago city employees to contractual employees for low-skill jobs, found that privatization led to compensation losses for entry level workers ranging from 25% to 46%.

· Since government agencies disproportionately hire (and advance) female and minority workers, these changes have meant the loss of relatively high-quality jobs for these workers. 

Living wage ordinances promote responsible economic development policies.
· Living wage ordinances have the potential to counteract the destructive race to the bottom wherein cities and counties try to attract businesses by offering larger subsidies than their neighbors. The more prevalent living wage ordinances are, the less firms will be able to shop around for the cheapest locality on the basis of cutting wages.

· Recent research focusing on the number and quality (in terms of wages and benefits) of jobs created by tax incentives has found that many economic development subsidies are not tied to job quality. A study of tax incentives in Minnesota by Good Jobs First found that 72% of subsidized jobs paid below the average for their corresponding industry.

· Some detractors argue that the living wage will create a "hostile business climate." But most living wage ordinances cover too small a proportion of the labor force to have such a profound effect. Most living wage ordinances cover less than 1% of the local workforce. In addition, for most firms, the increase in labor costs is expected to be less than 2% of total production costs. 

Living wage ordinances have no negative effects on a locality's contracting process.
· An EPI evaluation of a living wage ordinance in Baltimore found no significant cost increase to the city. The 1.2% cost increase for the contracts examined was less than the rate of inflation for the same period.

· An evaluation of the Baltimore ordinance by the Preamble Center also found that the ordinance did not reduce the competitiveness of the contract process. The small decrease in the number of bids per contract wasn't high enough to lower competitiveness or raise contract costs.

· Even if the costs to contractors do increase, it is still profitable for these firms to do business with the city. Most firms will choose to sacrifice some of their profit margins, which are estimated to range from 10% to 20% of production, since wage increases from the ordinance only amount to an estimated 2% of production costs. 

There is no evidence of job losses as a result of living wage ordinances.
· The EPI evaluation of Baltimore's living wage ordinance found no job loss as a result of the ordinance. The workers interviewed for the study reported no changes in the number of hours they worked after the ordinance went into effect.

· Employers interviewed for the study reported that although wages increased, these costs were absorbed by improvements in efficiency. By raising wages, they decreased employee turnover rates, which decreased recruitment and training costs. 

CBH SUPPORTS THE LIVING WAGE COALITION

(From HaMaagal – CBH Newsletter)

“The Atlanta Living Wage Coalition agrees that work support programs, including earned income tax credits and food stamps, are greatly needed and should be expanded. But they are no substitute for the dignity and respect that come from earning enough to meet your family's basic needs.”  Cindia Cameron, The Atlanta Journal Constitution, January 22, 2004.

Why should CBH support the Living Wage Campaign?

“America’s concern for the poor is based, in part, on the legacy of the Judeo-Christian ethic derived originally from the Jewish Bible.  Biblical ethics are permeated with laws assuring protection of the weak and the powerless.  Our sages taught that poverty was the worst catastrophe that could happen to a person.  ‘If all afflictions in the world were assembled on the side of a scale and poverty on the other, poverty would outweigh them all.’” (Exodus, Rabbah 31:12) From Vorspan & Saperstein: “Jewish Dimension of Social Justice.” Pp.91-93.
What are the main principles of Living Wage Campaigns?

People who work full time should be able to support a family above the poverty line.

Poverty level wages mean that working families must rely on social services to survive; this increases taxpayer costs for public assistance, food stamps and medical services. 

Employers who receive public dollars should be required to pay workers a living wage.
Who Supports the Atlanta Living Wage Coalition?

The Atlanta Living Wage Campaign was initially coordinated by four community organizations: Georgia Citizens' Coalition on Hunger; Project South; Institute for the Elimination of Poverty & Genocide; Atlanta Central Labor Council; 9to5, Atlanta Working Women. Today the Coalition has the support of nearly 100 local organizations ranging from the Cathedral of St. Philip to Reynoldstown Civic Improvement League.  

Last May our Tikkun Olam Committee sponsored a Havdalah educational meeting devoted to a discussion of Living Wage Campaigns, and recently our board has voted to support the campaign and made a $50.00 contribution.

What is a Living Wage in Atlanta?

The Atlanta Campaign proposes a wage $22,000 per year.  This is the wage at which a family of three no longer qualifies for food stamps.  According to the Georgia Family Economic Self-Sufficiency Project, the cost of a minimum needs budget for a family of three is approximately $27,000, which does not include money for expenses such as car repairs or savings for retirement or education.

Is the Living Wage Campaign a utopian dream?

Definitely not.  More than 70 cities have enacted a living wage ordinance.

Where can I find out more about the Living Wage Campaign?

Atlanta Living Wage Coalition:  www.atlantalivingwage.org
Economic Policy Institute:  www.epinet.org
ARTICLES ON LIVING WAGE 

Excerpts from

Jews Should Think about Empowering Working Poor

By Simon Greer, Executive Director of the Jewish Fund for Justice.
 

The existence of the working poor is a stinging rebuke to those who blame poverty on the impoverished. The fact that most poor Americans are employed is clear evidence that the system is flawed. Low-skilled jobs often pay poverty wages. 

When Jews discuss tzedakah — or charity — and poverty, they inevitably reference Maimonides’ eight levels of tzedakah.  The eighth and highest level of tzedakah is to help a person to become self-sufficient.  Maimonides’ formulation means that employment equals self-sufficiency. This presumes that people who work can live off of their earnings.  

In the United States 

· The federal poverty level in 2004 was set at $15,670 per year for a family of three.

· 7.4 million working Americans earn less than the federal poverty level. 

Working full time and being poor is neither inevitable nor desirable.  So how can we fulfill Maimonides’ eighth level of tzedakah for the working poor? 

We can build a society that creates the conditions in which employment enables workers to achieve self-sufficiency. Today, there are few public programs to help poor workers become economically self-sufficient. Education and training can help. So does the earned income tax credit. The minimum wage helps. The Davis-Bacon Act helps. But it is a living wage that fulfills Maimonides’ eighth level of tzedakah.

From    http://www.socialaction.com/joannmort6.html
Thursday, March 16, 2006
Jewish Feminist Social Responsibility: The Rise of the Global Sweatshop
Part 2, concluded

By Jo-Ann Mort 

Two Issues: A Living Wage and Guest Workers  

 “… The first is the issue of a living wage. One of the points of debate, in fact, within the anti-sweatshop movement has been whether it's okay to pay the legal minimum wage in whatever country a retailer is sourcing their goods, or whether a living wage should be paid instead. The notion of a minimum wage, whether it's in New York City or El Salvador, does not offer women and their families a way out of poverty. To give you an example of what happens in these export processing zones: in one factory in El Salvador, 800 young women work 58 hours a week in an unventilated factory for $4.37 a day. It costs them $1 a day for the bus and $1.20 for lunch they must buy at the plant. They're cheated out of overtime and fined if they ask to use the bathroom. Some of what they sew is sold at major US department stores like Hecht's and Famous Barr. Yet, retailers argue that they are paying the minimum in the countries where they source.”

“In the US, there is a growing movement among trade unionists and their allies to promote living wages in municipalities for workers employed by locals or contracted to do work for the public sector. There's no reason that such a notion can't extend to all workers in a location to include industrial and private sector service workers. In fact, there is such an attempt right now in Santa Monica, California, so that the large tourist industry of hotels and restaurants begins to pay a living wage. Several area rabbis are involved in this effort. The UAHC (the American organization of Reform synagogues) passed a living wage resolution at its recent biennial convention this past December. There is a debate among Jewish organizations, unfortunately, about whether supporting a living wage resolution in their city will add to their own bottom line in employee against this type of equality by honoring the legacy of the young Jewish women who fought in the last century. As we look into the feminist future in today's global economy, our sense of responsibility and movement must lie with those who are not benefiting from the riches being produced. ….”

Excerpt From the New York Times Magazine January 15, 2006

Link to Full NY Times Article
What Is a Living Wage? 

By JON GERTNER

“ … The moral argument soon trumped all others. The possibility that a rise in the minimum wage, even a very substantial one, would create unemployment or compromise the health of the city's small businesses was not necessarily irrelevant. Yet for many in Santa Fe, that came to be seen as an ancillary issue, one that inevitably led to fruitless discussions in which opposing sides cited conflicting studies or anecdotal evidence. Maybe all of that was beside the point, anyway. Does it - or should it - even matter what a wage increase does to a local economy, barring some kind of catastrophic change? Should an employer be allowed to pay a full-time employee $5.15 an hour, this argument went, if that's no longer enough to live on? Is it just under our system of government? Or in the eyes of God?

The Rev. Jerome Martinez, the city's influential monsignor, began to throw his support behind the living-wage ordinance. When I met with him in his parish, in a tidy, paneled office near the imposing 18th-century church that looks over the city plaza, Martinez traced for me the moral justification for a living wage back to the encyclicals of Popes Leo XIII and Pius XI and John Paul II, in which the pontiffs warned against the excesses of capitalism. "The church's position on social justice is long established," Father Jerome said. "I think unfortunately it's one of our best-kept secrets. … " 
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