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Literal builders of ‘Texas miracle’ are Latinos: Let’s pay them fairly Hispanic Heritage Month is not just a time to celebrate the richness and diversity of Latino culture. It is also a chance to honor how far Latinos have come and how far we have left to go. While Latinos are reaching higher levels of political influence (take Sonia Sotamayor and Thomas Perez), labor statistics show us the difficulties Latino workers face everyday. In the U.S., the average white family is 70 times wealthier than the average Latino family. This stark contrast demands progress and action. Over the past month we celebrated Hispanic heritage; now let’s honor Latino workers and build a society where all working families enjoy the prosperity that they help create . At the Workers Defense Project, a Texas-based nonprofit that is winning fair wages and better working conditions for Texas construction workers, we see dozens of Latino workers walk through our doors each week after experiencing deadly, undignified working conditions. These hard-working families make big sacrifices to grow our economy but get little in return. Fernando, a painter with 16 years of experience, helped rebuild the Gulf after Hurricane Ike, but after working for more than two months, his employer disappeared and refused to pay him the nearly $3,500 he was owed. Fernando was lucky — he was able to recover his stolen wages. Unfortunately, wage theft is common across Texas, and few workers have access to recourse. Latino workers, documented and undocumented alike, are keeping our state’s economy afloat. Texas has one of the largest and most important construction industries in the nation, and it is driven by Latino workers — they represent 81 percent of the 1 million-strong Texas construction workforce. They build our state to meet the demands of the “Texas Economic Miracle,” but they don’t feel the benefits. More than 52 percent of those working in the construction workforce in Texas earn poverty-level wages, and one in five has been a victim of wage theft. They are working 50 to 60 hours a week but are not making enough to support themselves and take care of their families. Undocumented workers fare far worse than their native-born counterparts. While they have the right to the same legal protections on the job as all other workers, employers often take advantage of their undocumented status to intimidate them. Undocumented workers are paid less, are more likely to be victims of wage theft and are at a greater risk of being injured or killed on the job. These workers contribute significantly to the workforce and the economy. They make up at least half of the Texas construction industry and pay billions in taxes — without them our state would not grow and prosper. Our nation’s broken immigration system is creating a crisis within the Texas construction industry and the entire national economy. The U.S.’s current immigration policies hurt workers, honest businesses and taxpayers. We need a system that keeps families together, honors hard work and rewards businesses that play by the rules. We must act on immigration reform in order to honor our Latino and immigrant workforces and their communities. As we celebrate our past, we must look toward our future. Hard-working Latinos are making a difference in every corner of our nation, from our Supreme Court to our classrooms to our construction sites, but they are still struggling with the lowest pay, the most dangerous jobs and the weakest labor protections. It is time for change. TZINTZÚN IS THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF THE WORKERS DEFENSE PROJECT. http://digital.olivesoftware.com/Olive/ODE/AustinAmericanStatesman/PrintComponentView.htm
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