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This report assesses the impact of Casa Latina’s Day Workers’ Center on the 
wages and employment of day laborers in Seattle.  Day-labor markets are 
characterized by chronic instability, low pay, and  weak institutional protections 

against violations of labor standards.  Day laborers have sought to counteract 
substandard conditions by collectively setting minimum-wage rates and by sharing 
information about abusive employers.  Worker centers, like the one operated by Casa 
Latina, formalize these strategies.  Worker centers regularize day-labor employment 
by instituting hiring systems, establishing wage floors, and reducing wage theft by 
increasing the transparency of employment arrangements.

Casa Latina was founded in 1994 and is one of the oldest worker centers in the 
country.  Its mission is to empower Latino immigrants through educational and 
economic opportunities.  Casa Latina’s Education Program, Day Workers’ Center, 
Workers’ Defense Committee, and the Leadership Program provide the training, 
knowledge and support needed for immigrant workers to advance in the job market 
and to improve their economic security.  The Day Workers’ Center operates a hiring 
hall that dispatches workers for short-term assignments, and it provides training on 
workplace health and safety issues as well as skills development.

Worker centers are widely understood to be the most effective approach to 
maintaining and enforcing labor standards in day-labor markets.1   However, to 
date, there has been little evaluation research that measures the impacts of worker 
centers on wages and employment.  This report assesses wage differentials and other 
employment outcomes for workers who seek employment at informal hiring sites 
located in public spaces and those who secure work through a worker center.  It finds 
that Casa Latina’s Day Workers’ Center has significantly raised the hourly wages of 
workers who find work through the center while also increasing their employment rate 
and reducing the frequency and severity of wage theft.
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The 2008-09 Great Recession and the jobless recovery that followed had a 
devastating impact on the US construction industry.  Between 2007 and 
2012, the industry shed more than 2.4 million jobs nationwide as construction 

spending plummeted and worksite activity came to a standstill.  As with the rest of the 
construction industry, day-labor markets across the country were adversely affected 
by the recession.  Sharp decreases in employment opportunities, falling wage rates, 
and increases in wage theft were widely reported by day laborer organizations.  
At the same time, the number of job seekers increased as layoffs spread to other 
sectors of the economy and jobseekers turned to day-labor markets in the search for 
employment opportunities.  

Seattle’s construction industry fared better than most, though the industry did lose 43 
percent of its employment between the peak of the cycle in July 2007 and the trough 
in February 2011 (Figure 1).  Since that time, industry employment has been subject to 
seasonal fluctuations with signs of a recovery that has slowly gathered momentum.

Day Labor after the Great Recession

Source: US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2016.
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This report presents the findings of two “censuses” of day laborers that were 
undertaken at four informal hiring sites in the Seattle area and at the Casa Latina 
Day Workers’ Center.  The first was conducted over three days in September 

2012, during the “high season” for day labor hiring.  The survey was then replicated 
exactly three years later in September 2015.  Interviews were conducted face to face 
in English and Spanish in the early morning hours.  Attempts were made to interview 
every day laborer present at each hiring site on the day of the survey.  A modest 
incentive of $10 was offered to workers for their participation in the research study.  
During the 2012 fielding a total of 127 surveys were completed with a 92 percent 
response rate.  During the 2015 fielding 92 surveys were completed with a 90 percent 
response rate.

The focus of this report is on workers’ wages and employment.  To determine 
employment rates and hourly wages by occupation, workers were asked a series 
of questions for each day in the previous workweek: (1) Did the worker look for 
employment at the hiring site? (2) Was a job obtained? (3) If a job was obtained, what 
were the occupation, total pay and total hours worked?  This information was used to 
compute hourly wage rates and employment rates.  Additional questions gathered 
information on wage theft and on worker demographics.

Methodology

Wage Rates

Casa Latina has had a measurable impact on the wages of day laborers, and 
this impact has increased over time.  Across Seattle’s day labor market as a 
whole, average hourly wage rates are relatively high compared to other US 

cities.  In 2012, wages ranged from $14.24 for landscaping jobs to $16.72 for work as 
a construction laborer.  The median wage was $15.01 for all jobs.  However, notable 
differences in average wages are observed between jobs secured through Casa 
Latina and those secured at informal hiring sites.  Table 1 presents wage data for the 
top six occupations held by day laborers in Seattle.  These occupation categories 
comprise the vast majority of jobs worked by day laborers during the study period.2

Table 1: Day laborers’ average wages by occupation, 2012
Occupation Informal Hiring Sites Casa Latina Difference

Construction $16.74 $16.61 -0.8%
Painting $15.57 $15.58 0.0%
Landscaping $14.12 $14.40 2.0%
Moving $15.39 $16.54 7.5%
Digging $14.73 $16.31 10.7%
Cleanup $12.67 $15.30 20.8%
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In 2012, workers who secured a job as a construction laborer at informal hiring 
sites enjoyed a small hourly wage advantage of 0.8 percent ($0.13 per hour) when 
compared to workers who found a similar occupation through Casa Latina, while 
wage differentials between the types of hiring sites for painters were negligible.  But 
for the other four occupations, Casa Latina workers benefited from wage premiums: 
2 percent for landscaping ($0.29 per hour); 7.5 percent ($1.15 per hour) for moving; 
10.7 percent ($1.58 per hour) for digging; and 20.8 percent (2.64 per hour) for cleanup 
work.  

Wage premiums were found to be substantially higher in the 2015 survey (Table 2).  
On average, construction laborer jobs paid $4.32 more per hour when they were 
obtained at Casa Latina, a 25.8 percent increase over the average hour wages that 
are paid to workers at informal hiring sites.  Similarly, workers obtaining landscaping 
and moving jobs through Casa Latina were paid 23.7 percent and 23 percent more, 
respectively, than workers who obtained these jobs at informal hiring sites.  The 
wage premiums at Casa Latina are $3.75 per hour for landscaping work and $3.99 
per hour for jobs as movers.  Painting jobs also pay $1.64 more per hour when they 
are obtained through Casa Latina, an increase of 9.1 percent over the pay at informal 
hiring sites.

These wage premiums paid to Casa Latina members cannot be explained by variance 
in the type of employer that hires day laborers.  Average wages paid to Casa Latina 
members by contractors are 7 percent higher than the wages paid by contractors at 
informal hiring sites, while the wages paid by private households to workers at Casa 
Latina are 14.7 percent higher than those paid at informal hiring sites (Table 3).

Table 2: Day laborers’ average wages by occupation, 2015
Occupation Informal Hiring Sites Casa Latina Difference

Construction $16.74 $21.06 25.8%
Painting $17.99 $19.63 9.1%
Landscaping $15.81 $19.57 23.7%
Moving $17.32 $21.31 23.0%
Digging *** ***
Cleanup *** ***

*** Insufficient hours worked to calculate average wages

Table 3: Day laborers’ wages by employer type, 2015
Employer Informal Hiring Sites Casa Latina Difference

Contractor $17.36 $18.57 7.0%
Household $16.80 $19.27 14.7%
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Day-labor work essentially is a type of on-call employment, and fluctuations 
in employer demand are reflected in high rates of unemployment among 
this workforce.  Unemployment rates may increase during periods of slow or 

negative growth in overall construction employment as out-of-work members of the 
construction workforce turn to day labor as an entry point back into the industry.  

Employment Rate

Average hourly pay at Casa Latina is significantly higher than at informal hiring sites, 
and this is a crucial measure of the impact the worker center has had on employment 
in the day-labor market.  The observed wage premiums in large part are attributable 
to hiring rules that are in place at the Day Workers’ Center, and they represent 
substantial increases in the hourly wages that would otherwise be paid to day 
laborers.  Casa Latina’s occupation-specific minimum wages appear to be responsible 

for the largest share of these 
wage gains, while the worker 
center’s rules governing 
minimum hours worked were 
also responsible for higher 
wages paid to some workers, 
particularly those who 
worked as movers.  

In the case of the former, 
Casa Latina minimum wages 
set a higher wage floor than 
is found at unregulated 
hiring sites, and this wage 
floor is especially important 
for workers who secured 
construction, moving, and 
landscaping jobs.  Following 
the 2012 survey, when 
slight wage differences 
favored workers obtaining 
construction jobs at informal 
hiring sites, Casa Latina 
members voted to increase 

the minimum wage for this occupation.  The results here show that this was an 
increase the market could bear, and it represents a significant intervention in the day-
labor economy — wage differentials now clearly favor Casa Latina members.  

In the case of the minimum-hours rule, workers must either be employed a minimum 
of five hours or be paid for a minimum of five hours of work.  This ensures that day 
laborers are not pressured to accept jobs for just an hour or two, thereby drastically 
reducing their chances of obtaining additional employment that day and leaving 
them woefully underpaid.  Together, these rules established a wage floor that greatly 
exceeds the “market rates” found at informal hiring sites.
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In addition to its positive impact on day laborers’ average hourly wage rates and 
employment levels, Casa Latina’s Day Workers’ Center has also helped to reduce 
wage theft.  To assess the scope of wage theft, workers were asked the following 

questions:

• In the last 2 months, how often have you experienced the following types of 
abuses from employers at this hiring site?
• Not paid at all
• Paid less than agree 

• Thinking about the last time you did not receive all your pay when hired as a day 
laborer from this site, how much are you owed from that employer?

In the 2012 survey, 34 percent of workers at informal hiring sites reported at least one 
instance of wage theft in the previous two-month period, compared to just 7 percent 
of workers at Casa Latina.  The average amount of the most recent instance of wage 
theft for workers at informal hiring sites was $178, while for workers at Casa Latina it 

Wage Theft

As shown in Figure 1 above, construction industry employment in the Seattle 
metropolitan area declined sharply following the 2007-09 recession, reaching a 
plateau between 2010 and 2013 before growth was restored, albeit slowly, in the 
spring of 2013.  The daily employment rate of day laborers at the time of the 2012 
survey was 43.7 percent at informal hiring sites and 50.5 percent at Casa Latina 
(Table 4).  With a daily employment rate 6.8 percentage points higher than the rate at 
informal hiring sites, Casa Latina was able to substantially improve the employment 
prospects of day laborers during a low point in construction activity in the region.

The daily employment rate at informal hiring sites slumped in 2015, falling to 34.1 
percent, while at Casa Latina it remained steady at 49.6 percent.  It is not clear why 
the employment rate would fall at informal hiring sites between the years 2012 
and 2015, a time when the level of construction activity was rebounding and the 
number of jobseekers present was lower than was found in 2012.  Nevertheless, job 
opportunities were relatively scarce for workers at informal hiring sites in 2015, this 
despite worker claims that demand for their skills was strong.  With an employment 
rate 15.5 percentage points higher than the rate at informal hiring sites, Casa Latina 
workers benefit from substantially higher earnings as a result of their more frequent 
employment. 

Table 4: Daily employment rate, 2012 and 2015
2012 2015

Informal hiring sites 43.7% 34.1%
Casa Latina 50.5% 49.6%

Difference 6.8% 15.5%
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The comparison of average wage rates for day-labor jobs secured at Casa Latina’s 
Day Workers’ Center and four informal hiring sites in the Seattle area shows 
that Casa Latina’s interventions into the day-labor market are responsible for 

substantial wage premiums for workers, higher rates of employment, and markedly 
lower levels of wage theft.  The occupation-specific minimum wage rates set by 
the Day Workers’ Center exceed those found at informal hiring sites.  These wage 
rates initially had the greatest impacts for workers holding less-skilled jobs (digging, 
moving and cleanup work), suggesting that Casa Latina has positively affected the 
wages of the lowest paid workers in the day-labor market.  By 2015, not only did the 
lowest-paid workers benefit from wage premiums, minimum-wage rules achieved 
even greater traction in higher-paying occupations.  The wage premiums of 25.8 
percent for construction workers are an indication that worker center interventions 
in the day-labor market are able to substantially shift wage scales in the informal 
economy.  When combined with its higher rates of employment, Casa Latina’s higher 
wage rates result in important increases in day-laborer earnings.

In terms of the endemic problem of wage theft in the day-labor market, Casa Latina’s 
impact has been to greatly reduce both the incidence and magnitude of violations of 
pay agreements.  This, in turn has had two effects.  First, it raises the total earnings 
of day laborers.  Second, by increasing the transparency of the hiring process, Casa 
Latina helps establish a new norm in the labor market, one that counters widespread 
abuses.  Furthermore, eliminating the nonpayment of wages in the day-labor market is 
a key antipoverty strategy that also restores a measure of fairness in an economy that 
too often leaves workers without the institutional supports necessary to safeguard 
labor standards.

Together, positive wage effects, increased employment rates, and reduced levels 
of wage theft are indications that Casa Latina has: (1) successfully assisted day 
laborers in navigating the post-Great Recession job market; (2) increased the 
economic security of day laborers; and (3) become a norm-setting intervention that 
has improved pay and conditions in Seattle’s construction, landscaping and moving 
industries.  Furthermore, these findings are an indication of the importance of 

Conclusion

was $92.  In the 2015 survey, 38 percent of workers at informal hiring sites reported at 
least one instance of wage theft compared to 9 percent at Casa Latina.  The average 
amount of the most recent instance of wage nonpayment was $208 at informal hiring 
sites and $40 at Casa Latina (the Casa Latina member with the largest claim against an 
employer has since reported that the wages were recovered).

Wage theft directly reduces the earnings of day laborers and contributes to their 
economic insecurity.  In addition, across the day-labor market as a whole, when wage 
theft is not redressed through the wage recovery activities of workers, government 
enforcement agencies, and workers’ rights organizations it can place a drag on wages 
and working conditions, potentially affecting a large proportion of the workforce.  By 
engaging in wage recovery efforts, both at the worker center and at informal hiring 
sites, Casa Latina members and staff are safeguarding the pay of workers who were 
robbed of their wages while also reducing the influence of unscrupulous employers 
on conditions in Seattle’s day-labor markets.
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As a vibrant, immigrant worker rights organization, Casa Latina empowers low-wage 
Latino immigrants to move from economic insecurity to economic prosperity and to 
lift their voices to take action around public policy issues that affect them.  Casa Latina 
was founded in 1994, shortly after unprecedented numbers of Latino workers began 
arriving to Seattle.  Since then, the organization has grown from doing street outreach 
out of borrowed spaces, to organizing job dispatch out of a trailer in a parking lot, 
to now providing a suite of impactful programs—including day labor dispatch, ESL 
classes, job skills & safety trainings, and community organizing for over 750 worker-
members—out of a three-building campus in Seattle’s Central District.
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The National Day Laborers Organizing Network (NDLON) improves the lives of day 
laborers in the United States.  To this end, NDLON works to unify and strengthen its 
member organizations to be more strategic and effective in their efforts to develop 
leadership, mobilize, and organize day laborers in order to protect and expand their 
civil, labor and human rights. NDLON fosters safer, more humane environments 
for day laborers, both men and women, to earn a living, contribute to society, and 
integrate into the community.
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