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O
n August 9, 2006, a new alliance was formed in the
struggle for the rights of low-wage workers: the
American Federation of Labor and Congress of
Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), the nation’s

largest federation of labor unions, entered into a formal partner-
ship agreement (“the Agreement”) with the National Day Laborer
Organizing Network (NDLON), a coalition of organizations
around the country that organize, educate, and advocate on behalf
of day laborers, many of whom are immigrant workers.1 Although
collaborations between organized labor and day laborer advocates
predate the Agreement, this partnership marks a watershed
between two entities which — while both are known for their
vociferous advocacy on behalf of low-wage workers — are often
perceived to have competing interests, and have engaged in rela-
tively little dialogue, particularly at the local level.2

This Agreement is an important demonstration of solidarity
during a time of vigorous national debate about immigrant work-
ers — both about their overall role in the U.S. economy and about
their presence in many local communities as day laborers. The
Agreement is also reflective of the growing influence of worker
centers, which now number over 140, spread across 31 states.3

Indeed, as the immigration debates have unfolded, worker centers
have earned recognition for their aptitude in organizing and mobi-
lizing immigrant workers, and for their visibility in the media. In
this context, the AFL-CIO and NDLON have articulated several
shared objectives, which will guide their collaborative efforts under
the Agreement. The objectives include the following: advancing
the workplace rights of day laborers and other low-income work-
ers born in the United States and other countries; pursuing com-
prehensive immigration reform that supports workplace rights and
includes a legalization plan with a clear path towards citizenship
and political equality for workers; supporting and defending day
laborer worker centers in order to establish and maintain decent
labor standards and working conditions for all workers; developing
educational programs about the challenges facing both day labor-
ers and the unionized workforce on issues such as health and safety,
wage and hour enforcement, and other workplace protections of
importance to both communities; strengthening local collabora-
tion between unions and worker centers; collaborating on impact
litigation and the advancement of civil rights.4

These objectives set forth an ambitious agenda for collabora-
tion. And although the vast strategic potential of this partnership
is apparent to many observers, concrete collaborative initiatives are
likely to evolve slowly. Two factors in particular — the immediacy
and intensity of the immigration reform debate, and the need to
shore up internal support for the Agreement — may delay the
emergence of other efforts.

While comprehensive immigration reform is a profoundly
important issue for both day laborer centers and organized labor,
both parties to the Agreement have already adopted stances,5

which they are pursuing. Meanwhile, a range of other concerns
continue to afflict low-wage immigrant workers and their advo-
cates, and will likely survive the tidal wave of immigration reform.
In this article, therefore, I present five specific projects that can be
undertaken jointly, in furtherance of the other objectives of the
Agreement. Each of these five proposals will inure to the benefit of
both organized labor and day laborer centers, and will draw upon
the unique experiences and strengths of the respective entities.

(1) Develop Multilingual, Culturally 
Appropriate Curricula Related to 
Occupational Safety and Health

One area where this collaboration has the most promise is in
the promotion of health and safety in the workplace, and the
development of related curricula targeted to the low-wage immi-
grant workforce. Over the last several years, there has been a
marked rise in the incidence of workplace injuries and deaths suf-
fered by foreign-born workers in the United States, many of whom
are engaged in low-wage occupations.6 Day laborers, in particular,
are susceptible to injuries and death on the job: they often are
employed by unlicensed and/or undercapitalized subcontractors
who lack the resources to provide workers with suitable safety
training and equipment.7 Moreover, many immigrant day laborers
may be reluctant to complain about safety violations, fearing that
employers may retaliate against them by withholding their wages
or jeopardizing their immigration status; and employers may like-
wise perceive immigrant workers, regardless of their precise status,
to lack employment rights. Another important factor is an over-
supply of laborers, in certain metropolitan centers and suburban
areas. Facing formidable competition for jobs, most day laborers in
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these areas would be reluctant to demand safety equipment or
training, knowing that they easily could be replaced with workers
who will perform the assigned duties without adequate protec-
tion.8 Furthermore, given the many economic challenges facing
day laborers — the need to provide for themselves, and often, for
family members overseas — any actions that would dissuade an
employer from hiring would typically be avoided.

To combat these deteriorating conditions, a fruitful partner-
ship on occupational safety and health issues may be developed
pursuant to the Agreement. Unions historically have been known
for their promotion of and expertise on occupational safety and
health issues. Indeed, many unions — particularly those in the

building and construction trades,9 have developed comprehensive
curricula on workplace safety and health, often as part of appren-
ticeship or other training programs. 

As a complement to the substantive expertise held by unions,
day laborer advocates are able to leverage their close relationship
with the low-wage immigrant worker community and their ability
to communicate in a culturally appropriate and effective manner.
Many day laborer organizations, for example, have developed
expertise in the use of popular education methodologies to educate
immigrants about their rights in the workplace and other issues of
concern to them.10

The many state occupational safety and health committees
are important collaborators in this process; they have worked to
draw attention to the safety issues affecting immigrant workers and
initiated some educational campaigns. By working together, these
entities can develop effective curricula in English and Spanish (and
in other languages, as appropriate) to educate and train workers on
workplace safety and health matters. These curricula may be trade-
or industry-specific, or may focus on a range of tasks that are per-
formed by workers. Ultimately, they will serve as a tremendous
resource for day laborer advocates and can also be put to use 
by unions as their membership expands to include immigrant
workers.

(2) Advocate for Stronger Enforcement 
of the Davis-Bacon Act

Another subset of workplace rights that can be advanced
through this partnership are existing wage laws, which desperately
need stronger enforcement. Reports of wage theft by employers 

of day laborers are well documented,11 and in most states — as 
on the federal level — wage and hour enforcement is severely 
lacking.12

Although straight non-payment of wages does occur among
unionized workers, many unions, particularly those in the building
trades, are concerned about violations of the Davis-Bacon Act
(Act).13 The Act is a federal law that requires the payment of pre-
vailing wages and benefits to workers on all federal government
construction contracts, and on most contracts for federally assisted
construction over $2,000.14 The Act has come under attack in
recent years, as numerous bills have been introduced to weaken or
repeal the Act.15

The Act is critically important for the building and construc-
tion trade unions. Perhaps most importantly, it sets a respectable
standard for wages for government-funded projects, comparable to
wages regularly paid by union contractors; therefore, when bidding
on federal construction projects that are subject to the Act, non-
union contractors cannot submit low bids by undercutting local
wage rates. Moreover, when choosing companies for organizing
campaigns, unions have targeted employers that knowingly violate
the Act. A union’s ability to bring these violations to light, contrast
the wages and benefits of a union shop, and obtain back wages for
workers, can form the centerpiece of an organizing campaign. 

Immigrant workers, much like organized labor, have a stake
in the continued vitality of the Act.16 Indeed, many immigrant
workers, including day laborers, are susceptible to violations of the
Act. Many large-scale government construction projects are staffed
by a host of subcontractors, who then recruit day laborers or other
immigrant workers, and, in turn, pay them well below the prevail-
ing wage.17 Given these shared interests, unions and day laborer
centers have an interest, at a minimum, in sharing information
regarding problematic contractors and alleged violations of the
Act.

Unfortunately, when workers’ rights advocates seek redress for
these violations, they encounter compliance mechanisms that are
cumbersome and ineffective. In theory, contractors are required to
verify compliance with the Act by submitting “certified payrolls”18

— which specify each employee’s name and contact information,
job classification, hours worked, rate of pay, earnings, and deduc-
tions — on a weekly basis to the agency that issued the contract.
Yet employers sometimes falsify these payroll records, make unlaw-

“Many immigrant day laborers may be reluctant to 
complain about safety violations, fearing that employers 
may retaliate against them by withholding their wages or 
jeopardizing their immigration status; and employers may 
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precise status, to lack employment rights.”
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ful deductions, or misclassify their employees, placing them in a
lower-paying job classification. Each federal agency, in turn, has an
obligation to monitor these payroll submissions and ensure overall
compliance with the Act.19 In practice, however, enforcement is
severely lacking: at many agencies, the investigation process is trig-
gered only when workers or their advocates file a complaint.
Because enforcement of the Act is agency-driven and depends
almost entirely on the responsiveness of a particular agency and its
compliance officers, there is tremendous inconsistency in enforce-
ment across the different agencies. It is not uncommon, for exam-
ple, for complainants to receive no response from certain agencies,
while other agencies have highly structured and proactive offices
dedicated to compliance with the Act.

The Davis-Bacon compliance and enforcement schemes have
come under attack from all sides. Any reforms to strengthen the
law must include a few key components. First, there must be con-
sistent and effective monitoring of payrolls submitted by contrac-
tors. Although a thorough review of every payroll submission may
not be feasible, a consistent policy of spot-checking, coupled with
more detailed inquiries for past violators, must be implemented.
Second, agencies must affirmatively investigate possible violations
of the Act as suggested by incomplete or suspect payroll submis-
sions, along with complaints received from individuals and groups
of workers. To be effective, investigations must include site visits
and on-site interviews of workers; this, in turn will require the
recruitment and training of bilingual, culturally competent per-
sonnel who are able to communicate with immigrant workers and
earn their trust. Finally, education is an important aspect of any
effort to strengthen the Act: contractors and workers must be
informed about their obligations and rights, respectively, under the
law. For contractors in particular, technical assistance on compli-
ance may be necessary.

These proposals can be implemented in a variety of ways.
Given the challenges of the federal rulemaking process, the U.S.
Department of Labor may choose to issue a Policy Letter, clarify-

ing and expanding upon existing regulations related to the Act.
Similarly, the Department of Labor may circulate agency “best
practices” as to how monitoring and enforcement can be handled
in an efficient and cost-effective manner. This option might be
coupled with periodic oversight hearings and/or evaluations by the
Government Accountability Office. Upon identifying the agencies
where enforcement is consistently problematic, advocates might
also pursue a legislative strategy, drafting a letter to legislators who
oversee appropriations to those agencies and asking them to con-
tact the offending agencies directly. A more ambitious option
would be to centralize the Davis-Bacon complaint process in the
Department of Labor, although this would require extensive coop-
eration and information-sharing among agencies. All of these
options will be furthered by the advocacy of both day laborer advo-
cates and organized labor, who can jointly demonstrate that pro-
tecting and enhancing the Act is not simply a “union” issue, but
one that affects a broad spectrum of workers.

(3) Develop and Implement Educational Campaigns
About the Importance of Day Laborer Centers 
and Labor Unions as Advocates for Low-Wage 

and Immigrant Workers
One of the most formidable obstacles to the successful imple-

mentation of this Agreement is a lack of awareness about the
importance and internal functioning of both day laborer centers
and labor unions. Certainly, some union members perceive day
laborers and their advocates as posing a threat to unions, and
believe that immigrant workers undercut unions by flocking to
non-union employers and agreeing to work for unacceptably low
wages. This perception appears to be strongest among the building
and construction trade unions, where union contractors must bid
head-to-head against non-union employers who pay their employ-
ees (often immigrant workers) much lower wages. Given this back-
drop, day laborer centers are sometimes perceived as protectors of
a labor force that directly undermines unions.

Moreover, many union members have a fundamental misun-
derstanding about who participates in day laborer centers and how
they operate. Members of the general public may also share in
these misperceptions. For example, many perceive day laborer cen-
ters to be comprised entirely of undocumented workers. In reality,
however, the day laborer population in most cities includes indi-
viduals with a range of immigration statuses, from U.S. citizens to
individuals with temporary lawful status and work authorization
to undocumented workers. The types of services that day laborer
centers provide are also often misunderstood. Although day laborer
centers are often equated with hiring centers, most day laborer cen-
ters, including NDLON members, engage in a range of activities,
including organizing, leadership development, English instruction,
and the provision of social, legal, and other direct services.

Stereotypes and misperceptions about unions are likewise
held by day laborers. Many day laborers hail from countries where
unions and union memberships are highly politicized; indeed, in
some Latin American countries active union membership may
pose a threat to one’s individual safety and security.20 Moreover,
day laborers often have an incomplete or incorrect understanding
of how unions operate. These misperceptions are fueled by
employer-driven anti-union campaigns, and relate to various top-
ics, including the amount and frequency of dues payments, the
purpose of union dues, and the likelihood (especially in the con-
text of building and construction trade unions) that workers will

“Another way to bridge the
divide between the two groups
is to emphasize that organized

labor has been involved in 
various struggles for social 

justice, and that their 
leadership in the immigrants’
rights movement is a natural
continuation of that legacy.”
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be required to wait “on the bench” in the hiring hall in between
projects, thereby forgoing a steady income stream. Additionally,
day laborers often are unaware of the full range of benefits and
services available to some union members, including health insur-
ance, annuity and retirement plans, and other perquisites.

Clearly, these misperceptions and stereotypes must be
addressed in order for this partnership to be successful. As an ini-
tial step, educational campaigns, targeted to union members and
day laborers, respectively, can help in this effort. In crafting educa-
tional campaigns, it is important to frame unions and day laborer
centers as parallel entities using similar strategies to protect the
rights of vulnerable workers in the United States. Both entities
have embraced organizing, training, and leadership development,
and seek to improve the quality of life and overall well-being of
their constituencies. Another way to bridge the divide between the
two groups is to emphasize that organized labor has been involved
in various struggles for social justice, and that their leadership in
the immigrants’ rights movement is a natural continuation of that
legacy.21 The history of participation by immigrants in the U.S.
labor movement is a related component that can be integrated into
an education campaign.

To be most effective, these educational campaigns must be
conducted in both English and Spanish. Moreover, the themes
described above may be presented in a variety of ways: in fact
sheets, flyers, popular education materials, and videos; at spoken
presentations (at membership meetings or conferences); on web-
sites, and more.

(4) Establish Formal Partnerships at the 
Local Level Between Day Laborer 

Centers and Unions for the Exchange 
of Resources, Skills, and Services

Strong, formalized partnerships at the local level between day
laborer centers and unions are essential to realizing the objectives
in the Agreement. In fact, similar partnerships between immigrant
worker advocates and organized labor already have been under-
taken in different parts of the country: in the Los Angeles area the
Korean Immigrant Worker Alliance (KIWA) has cultivated rela-
tionships with unions to fight for a living wage for grocery work-
ers and a prevailing wage for construction workers in the
Koreatown neighborhood.22 In the Washington, D.C. metropoli-
tan area the Ironworkers International Union and CASA of
Maryland, a non-profit organization that works closely with immi-
grant workers, have sought to bridge the divide between unions
and worker centers by partnering in organizing efforts among
Latino immigrant workers, and making worker center services
available to union members. 

These examples illustrate the diverse forms that partnerships
can take. In devising future collaborations, and to fully appreciate
their value, it is helpful to think of the partnerships as an exchange
of resources, skills, and/or services. For example, day laborer cen-
ters can provide added value to the work of local unions in multi-
ple ways. Perhaps most notably, day laborer centers typically have
experience organizing within the Latino and broader immigrant
community and have a strong sense of the immediate needs and
priorities of community members. Indeed, day laborer centers
have been widely recognized for their success in organizing, at a
time when many labor unions are struggling with organizing
efforts.23 Although many unions have begun to develop the “cul-
tural competence” needed to successfully organize immigrant

workers, others are still struggling and would greatly benefit from
a partnership with day laborer centers. This type of skills sharing
can take many forms: staff or other representatives of day laborer
centers might accompany union organizers to job sites, on house
calls, or in other settings. Or, the day laborer center might provide
a more welcome setting for the union to conduct meetings with,
or outreach to, prospective members. Some unions and union
organizers struggle with basic communication with prospective
members given a lack of bilingual personnel. For that reason, day
laborer centers may be able to provide important interpretation
and translation assistance to unions.

Apart from these resources and skills that day laborer centers
might bring to bear to support the work of union efforts, there are
a range of services that day laborer centers — particularly those
that are more established — might offer to union members or
prospective union members. Some centers offer a range of social
services tailored to the needs of recent immigrants, including assis-
tance in accessing government services and benefits. Some centers
also provide legal services or courses in English for speakers of
other languages. Many union members, particularly those who are
immigrants, may need access to these services; by providing that
access, the unions can strengthen the trust between immigrant
workers and unions, and will demonstrate that unions are respon-
sive to the needs and life experiences of the immigrant workforce.

Similarly, unions can support the work of day laborer centers
in numerous ways. Unions often have established relationships
with lawmakers at the local and state levels, which may prove help-
ful when worker centers seek to effect a change in policy or law.
Indeed, in announcing the Agreement, John Sweeney, President of
the AFL-CIO, explicitly acknowledged that “[w]orker centers will
benefit from the labor movement’s extensive involvement and
experience in policy and legislative initiatives on the local, state,
and national levels.”24 This policy expertise and influence may also
prove invaluable when day laborer centers are put on the defensive
— for example, when there is local opposition to a center.25

Day laborer centers can benefit from a range of other
resources and skills that unions have to offer. Unions can be
important allies in efforts that require mobilizing people, whether
the efforts are linked to policy initiatives or are independent cam-
paigns. A day laborer center, for example, may organize a campaign
targeting unscrupulous local employers who fail to pay wages and
otherwise mistreat workers; unions easily could link their members

Immigrants Rights March, Washington, D.C., 2006. 
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into these efforts, resulting in greater support for the cause,
increased turnout at events, and heightened pressure on the target
employer. Relatedly, some unions have well-developed press offices
that can provide technical assistance to day laborer centers that
seek to draw public attention to an individual case or broader
cause. Training and leadership development opportunities that are
available to union staff and members might also be made accessi-
ble to the staff or leadership of day laborer centers.

Clearly, these local partnership agreements will be shaped by
the needs of the particular local union and day laborer center that
choose to collaborate. Nevertheless, it is probable that an agree-
ment can be structured to satisfy both entities. This type of
“exchange” partnership at the local level is essential to develop trust
between organized labor and day laborer centers and to lay the
foundation for more concrete, truly collaborative efforts in the
future.

(5) Create Pathways for Immigrant Workers,
Particularly Day Laborers, to Enroll in Union

Apprenticeship and Training Programs
One strategy to strengthen the relationship between day

laborer centers and unions, and to directly combat the perception
that immigrants are undercutting union members, is to create
pathways for day laborers and other immigrant workers to enter
union apprenticeship and training programs. Indeed, the vast
majority of day laborers are seeking permanent employment
opportunities, through which they can establish a career in the
United States.26 Union apprenticeship programs provide that kind
of opportunity. Many immigrant day laborers bring with them
employment experience from their home countries, making them
natural candidates for certain apprenticeship programs. 

In practice, this process can occur by allowing local unions to
conduct outreach among local day laborers, and acquiring a sense
of the skill set and vocational goals of the workers. At first, only
one or two appropriate workers may be identified. But as workers
settle in the programs and trust in the union grows, a more formal-
ized approach may be adopted.27 This partnership also benefits day
laborer centers, as it demonstrates a desire to ensure the profes-
sional development and economic advancement of day laborers,
thereby enhancing their credibility with community members.
Relatedly, it forces day laborer centers, which may be oriented to
facilitating temporary employment, to think more strategically

about creating permanent employment opportunities for the
workers who frequent their centers.

The successful implementation of this proposal, of course,
requires a substantial resource commitment from unions and a
willingness to modify apprenticeship programs so that they are
welcoming to immigrant day laborers. This may require, for exam-
ple, that the apprenticeship and training curricula be translated
into Spanish and possibly other languages, and that bilingual
instruction be offered. Unions may assist their members in
improving their English skills, so that they may effectively commu-
nicate with co-workers who speak only English. (As noted above,
this may be accomplished through a partnership with a day laborer
center.) The burden also falls on the union leadership to develop a
basic ability to communicate with an increasingly diverse member-
ship. And perhaps most fundamentally, it requires an acceptance
on the part of unions and their leadership that immigrant workers
are part of the future of their unions, and they must be embraced
in order to ensure the longevity of organized labor.

Conclusion
While immigrant workers in the United States face formida-

ble challenges, their plight is not unique. Across the globe, as 
the population of migrant workers rises, many countries are 
grappling with a range of issues, including how best to integrate
immigrant workers into their societies and how to protect these
workers from exploitative conditions. As these conversations con-
tinue, the need for cooperation between workers’ rights advocates
is paramount. 

The Agreement between the AFL-CIO and NDLON is an
example of precisely the type of collaboration that is needed in the
United States and elsewhere. As an initial step, advocates who rep-
resent interconnected — and in some instances, competing — seg-
ments of the workforce must learn about each other, develop trust,
and articulate a set of shared objectives. The AFL-CIO and
NDLON are to be praised for beginning this process. The true
measure of success of the partnership, however, will be the realiza-
tion, through joint efforts, of measurable improvements in the
lives of low-wage immigrant workers, and the strengthening of
institutions that advocate on their behalf. Towards that end, the
five proposals outlined above offer guidance for converting the
laudable objectives of the Agreement into concrete, meaningful
opportunities for collaboration. HRB
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