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“can MY boss
do that?”

We were very poor in Mexico; I
could not pay all of the bills.

My name is lupita. I have been in the United States
for about eight years. I live very simply here.

i earn money by cleaning houses so I can send my children in
Mexico as much money as possible, about $200-400 per month.
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My dreams are dreams for my children. I believe
they are prospering because they are studying.

my oldest one
is studying
radiology.
my middle ones,
computers. my
youngest is
studying tourism.
The owner of the
cleaning company
once told us, “You
guys are undocumented!
You come here to clean the s#i%&!”
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Yes, I am undocumented, but that didn’t
give her the right to steal our wages.

We worked four to a team, cleaning houses; 7 houses a day,
45 minutes each, from Pearland all the way to Highway 6.

but This
neighborhood
isn’t even on
the map yet!

They didn’t care if there was traffic or not—we had to be at the next
house at a certain time. We weren’t always there at the time they wanted.
We had to clean seven houses a day, and we got
paid 40 dollars a day, no matter how long it
took. Sometimes we worked 12 or 14 hours a day.
It comes
to $3.33
per hour.

And let’s say we did a
house today and a homeowner complained about
something, we would have to go back and clean it
again tomorrow, plus the other seven houses.

I checked—the
minimum wage in
Texas is $7.25
per hour.

We also found illegal deductions to our pay.
There’s a deduction for
$25.00 for van rides
to the houses.

Can she
do that?

All of these things the owner did upset us, but
it was only after she accused me of stealing
that we decided to fight back.

One time, a worker did number two in the bathroom and
forgot to flush. The owner was furious.
They cancelled the contract
because you didn’t supervise the
cleaners properly! I’m taking
$500.00 out of your paycheck.

It all started when I found out that the owner
was paying more to another worker.
Hey, we are being taken
advantage of, because one
of us is getting paid more
than the others.

She’s paying
us half that!

What?
Can she
do that?

Be sure to wipe
under the toaster.

The Owner used to clean houses, before. Many of the
domestic workers were afraid, because she always
said that her mom was a police officer.

She would ask us all to meet and tell us
what a bad job we had been doing.
You have to work harder! And if you
don’t like this job, or you don’t want this
job, the door is open, and you can leave,
because many people want this job.

her boss listening
on worker’s phone.

The next week, the owner told me that they
had cameras in one of the houses, and they
had proof that I had stolen a computer chip.
Then show me the
video, so I can
see myself stealing the chip.

No, we
cannot
show you
that.

Why don’t you come
over to my apartment
and look through my
stuff. See if you can
find the chip in my
apartment?

she came and searched my apartment thoroughly.
but of course she didn’t find anything because I
didn’t steal anything. I earn my money!
You have stirred up a
bee hive. Now all of the
other ladies are upset
with me. You made all
of this trouble.
You should
have told me
that directly.

We always told you
about things like this,
but you never listened to
us. You never listened
to our problems.

She would deduct the cost of broken items in the
house, even when the customer asked her not to.
Don’t worry
about it.

then We found out about the houston faith and justice Worker Center through a friend of zenaida’s.
You know what, your boss can’t do that,
and you don’t have to be silent—you have
to go to this place, the Worker Center.
They can help you fight for your rights!

So, I called all of the maids together.
Some of them were afraid.

The people at the faith and Justice worker Center helped us
organize and prepare our case.
We’ll need to document how
long everyone worked there,
what hours you worked, and
how much you were paid.

We are all meeting
at the Worker Center.

What is Wage Theft?
Ignoring
minimum
wage
laws.

Paying worke
for some hourrs
s
worked, but
not all.

Better
Watch out,
she’ll call
Immigration!

Disregard
overtime ing
requiring laws
and-a-halftime-pay.
We started going to other meetings at the Worker
Center, where we would learn about our rights
and talk to other workers.
We met three or four times with our
attorney over the next three years.
Some workers got letters from
our attorney that they would need
to sign and bring back.

if you count driving time , All of
us together put in about 200
hours, over three years,
working on this case.

We wrote and hand-delivered
a letter to all of our clients
explaining how our wages
were stolen.

Stealing
workers’ tipped
ti
or not pa ps and/
federally mying the
minimum andated
w
tipped wo age for
rkers.

Lupita’s story is not unique.
Employers take a bite out of
workers’ wages in
several ways.
Charging em
for safety equiployees
pm
and the time sp ent
en
putting on an t
taking off thesd
e
items.

Not pay
owed waging
es.
Misclass
ifyin
wor
from ove kers as “exempt”g
or as co rtime regulation
paying bntractors to avoids
enefits a
nd taxes.

How Common
is Wage Theft?

In 2009, a nationally recognized
team of academics released a study,
“Broken Laws, Unprotected Workers,”
of 4,387 low-wage workers, interviewed
in America’s three largest cities in
thirteen languages. They found that
43.6% of workers had experienced
wage theft in the year before.

27.8 %
Worked
off-the-clock
without
pay.

16.6 %

Were paid
less than
owed

two more
houses and I
can go home.

43.6%

24.6 %
It was a very long fight—about three years—but
we were able to get something, thanks to the Lord.
I got about $3,700, half of what she owed me.
She’s made a settlement
offer. You’d probably make
more if we went in front
of a judge, but there’d be
more costs. You’d have to
miss work for a week
or more for court.

It is better to
have a bird in the
hand than a thousand
out there flying.
And she’s going to
be thinking about me
every month when
she pays us!

That’s why I thank God that
worker centers like this
exist. Through them, we can
raise our voices and we
don’t have to be quiet.

The average worker lost $51 per week, out of $339 in earnings. This translates into
$2,634 annually, 15% of their true annual earnings of $17,616. If that worker was
to work a 40 hour work week, the first 6.67 hours would be unpaid.
MONDAY

8 hours
worked
per day.
But It’s not about just that—it’s about justice,
because we taught our employer that even though
we don’t have legal status, we do have rights.

5.6 %
Were
not paid
at all.

Were paid
late.

6.67
hours
unpaid

TUESDAY

WEDNESDAY THURSDAY

FRIDAY

Waiting tables is hard work. For some, like Jeremy, it’s a way to pay the rent as they pursue another dream.
black bean
fettuccini...

anatomy test
tuesday...

CHIPOTLE ROASTED
CORN RISOTTO.

pay rent
friday...

Workers fighting their own cases of wage theft
with The Faith and Justice Center Worker Center
came out to support the waiters.
When I left that
tip, I meant it
for the waiter
working for
less than
minimum wage,
not the owner
driving the
fancy car!

Restaurant workers like Jeremy are at
the center of the wage theft epidemic.
Huh?! It’s a personal
check. there’s nothing
here about taxes. And…

According to the “Broken Laws, Unprotected Workers” study, 59% were not paid for overtime hours,
13% were not paid the minimum wage, and, like
Jeremy, 19% had tips stolen by management.

After Their requests for full payment of wages
Paying tips by credit card makes it easier for
and tips went unheeded by the owner for months,
management to steal them. This is what happened
the waiters decided they’d had enough.
at Ruggles, a popular resturant in Houston,
He has cash to
what am i going
where 90% of customers pay that way.
to tell my
landlord?

open a pizzeria but
none to pay us?!

Yeah!
Pay ‘em!

Jeremy is still in school, waiting
tables elsewhere.

But tip-stealing isn’t the only kind of wage theft happening in
restaurants. Sebastian is a Mayan dishwasher from Guatemala
who was working ten to twelve hours a day for very little pay.

And folks,
remember to
tip in cash!
It’s harder
to steal.

What Happened
to My Tips?

On a Saturday night in December of 2011, Jeremy
and four other waiters staged a walkout,
joined by a surprise ally.

sorry folks,
we’re done working for free.

I don’t care if
I am part of the
management.
You guys should
get paid.

I think I know someone we can talk to.

He only paid me
thirty dollars
in cash last
week!

Determined to find justice, he and another worker, She advised that they quit their job immediately
Manuel, Walked to the Guatemalan Consulate where And talk to the people at the
they found Alma, who advocates for Guatemalan
Worker Center.
citizens living and working in the United States.
Are you sure
about this?

we have to
start somewhere

the worker center has regular “know Your Rights”
meetings to hear worker’s cases and sometimes can
refer appropriate cases to a
lawyer who can help.
The walkout drew local media attention, but no
justice, so the waiters filed a case with the Texas
Workforce Commission.

Their case is still pending. The owner admitted owing
the workers more than $14,000 but also sued them
for libel. the restaurant closed a few months later.

Yes, I think we may be
able to recover some of your
wages. But you need to get
other workers to join your
case— otherwise they will say
you are just a difficult
person they fired.

It’s in a
church?

they said to
ring the bell at
the side door.

So far, only Sebastian and Manuel have joined
the case. The others are frightened or have
drifted away. Will they get what is their due?
turn the page to see their chances.
you think we’ll
get the money
we are owed?

time will
tell.

Path to Justice:
The Wage Theft Game
Game rules.

Note from manufacturer: Welcome to the
Houston Edition of Path to Justice: The Wage
Theft Game. If you live in any other locality, you
will need to purchase a different edition of this
game, because wage theft laws vary from state
to state and city to city.

To play: Each player’s wage theft case has been
taken by an attorney working with the Faith
and Justice Worker’s Center. Role a die at the
beginning of each turn and advance
the required number of spaces.
Follow the instructions
at each space where you land.
When you reach the “Justice”
space (exact count not
The Worker
required), role the die once
Center helps you
more to determine the
file a Small Claims
amount of your
lawsuit against
settlement/award.
your
employer,
Good Luck!

Local clergy
hold prayer vigil,
move forward 3
spaces.

You signed a
form waiving all
rights to sue
employer. Go
back 4 spaces.

move ahead
2 spaces.

Wage and Hour
Division receives
complaint. Move
ahead one space
but lose two turns
due to staff case
overload.
Employer offers
you 1/3 of owed
wages. Lose a turn
considering
offer.

Employer
declares bankruptcy; lose
all chance of
recovering
any wages.
Game over.

You convince
5 co-workers to
join your case.
Roll again.
Landlord evicts
you for not
paying rent, go
back 5 spaces.

Texas Workforce
Commission issues a
Wage Determination
Order in your favor.
Move ahead 2 spaces.

Employer
retaliates.
Roll the die
to find out
how.
1-2: Threatens to fire
or call immigration
authorities.
-lose a turn.

Employer does
not respond to
attorney’s letter.
Lose a turn.

Local news
channel covers
your story, move
ahead 2 spaces.

Too much time
elapsed before you
filed a complaint.
Lose all chance of
recovering any
wages.
Game over.

3-4: Cuts workers
hours, pay or gives
worse assignments.
-go back 2 spaces.

Can’t pay
tuition bill.
Go back
four spaces.

Worker Center
calls employer,
move ahead
3 spaces.
Half of
the workers in your
lawsuit return to their
native country and
cannot be located.
Go back 3
spaces.

5: Harrasses, abuses
or increases work
load. -lose a turn.
6: Fires or Suspends
workers. -go back 2
spaces.

tlement
Se t

Roll die to determine
settlement or award:
(percentage of what is owed)

1:
0%
2: 25%
3-5: 50%
6: 100%

Award

Construction
workers—black,
white, and Latino
—are frequent
victims of
wage theft.

The practice of hiring layers
of subcontractors serves to
insulate large corporations
from legal responsibility.

This is what happened to construction workers
building a Walmart store in Houston.

in addition to the wage theft, the workers had to
supply their own safety equipment and work in
conditions that violated work safety laws.

The workers’ checks were often less than promised and didn’t include overtime. Ultimately at
least ten workers were owed around $2000 each.

They still haven’t
paid us—it’s been
three weeks! What
did they tell you?

Construction work in cities
like Houston used to be done by
unionized workers paid a living
wage. Today there are fewer unionized workers, and many construction companies outsource to
smaller subcontractors.

OK, they still haven’t
paid us! I’m going to
call the
Worker
Center!

Under pressure to cut costs, some
subcontractors practice wage theft
as well as skimp on safety.
According to some studies,
about one in four misclassify
employees as contractors or
pay workers off the books.

Many violate minimum wage and
overtime laws, and some don’t
pay workers at all!

After demonstrations by workers caught the
attention of local media, the subcontractor
offered a settlement of half the wages owed.

I’m taking it! I
need the money
now!

All these
workers
are asking
for are
the wages
they were
promised.
The most vulnerable workers are day laborers.
According to the 2006 National Day Labor Study,
nearly half of all day laborers have been
victims of wage theft.

Abuse of day laborers is nothing new. The earliest laws we know condemned wage theft.

Just as the workers fileD their
lawsuit, they receiveD terrible news.
The subcontractor filed for bankruptcy.
Soon the company will no longer
exist, and it’s not likely you will
ever see these wages.

You shall not
withhold overnight the wages
of your day
laborer.*

I’m sorry. They
have no legal
responsibility.

*(Leviticus 19:13)

undocumented workers pursuing justice face hurdles
like lack of transportation and other resources.

Mark told me they are
waiting on a payment
from the contractor
next week... then
they will pay us.

So we might
get nothing?!
What about
WalMart?!

And I’m calling
Channel 45!

Not me! I’ll fight
them in court
through the
Worker Center!
I want all they
owe me!

Walmart may not have a
legal responsibility for the
subcontractor’s wage theft,
but they do have a moral
responsibility to see that the
people who build their stores
get paid. Let’s make sure
they don’t forget that
responsibility!

Who Are the Victims of Wage Theft?
Among Urban, Low-wage Workers:

32.8% of Latinos

Wage theft is a crime that challenges
its victims’ faith in the fairness of our
economy and THE lEGAL SYSTEM.
7:00 AM

19.1% of Blacks

15.1% of Asians,

Too often, hardworking caregivers find themselves victims of
wage theft. They put in long hours taking care of the developmentally disabled, the elderly, and other vulnerable people.
7:00 PM

NOON

7.8% of Whites

The occupations most likely to have experienced wage theft:
retail salespersons
and tellers

dry cleaning
By standing up to wage theft, we can help those
who help the most vulnerable in our communities.

general repair
workers

Have Faith!

domestic workers
and housekeepers

Kathy was a nursing student who worked for aldine community care
center, a Christian facility for developmentally disabled adults. The
facility is owned and operated by Reverend jesse dunn and his wife.

beauty

building
maintenance
workers
cafeteria
workers

waiters and
waittresses

farm workers

Kathy loved her job but After only a month of work,
she noticed a problem.
Have faith!
It’s been a week since I
was supposed to get my
check—what is going on?

bartenders

7:19 PM

Health care workers are
increasingly vulnerable to
wage theft. A 2004 Department of Labor study found
that 55% of nursing homes
were violating wage and
hour laws.

meat
processing

one month later...

Undocumented immigrants experience wage theft more often than documented immigrants and citizens, but these groups also have their wages stolen at inexcusably high levels.
Undocumented
Documented
Citizens
Type of Violation
Immigrants
Immigrants

Minimum Wage....................37.1%		 21.3		
Overtime............................. 84.9%		 67.2		
“Off the Clock”.....................76.3%		 68.9		

Whew... that’s
another 12
hours

15.6
68.2
67.0

So I finally got last
month’s check—but what
about THIS month? School
is starting and my tuition
is due. I need to get paid!

Wellllll,
we just have a
little bit of a
problem, but
just have faith.

well, faith is not going to
pay my bills! And you know
you don’t have a problem
with me coming into work.
I go in early and I always
stay late. You know, I
never missed a day.

(Bobo, p. 9)

apparel and
textile

just have
faith. Reverend Dunn will
take care
of you.

but
instead, I went to the Texas Workkathy
force Commission. They had a file on
decided dunn! He would open businesses under
to take
different names, and not pay people,
another then close the business, then open
path:
it under another name.

a lady I worked with at the Workforce Commission
told me about Laura and the Worker Center.
you are the fourth
employee from aldine
to report a problem
getting paid.*

As with other cases, Faith and Justice staff
and workers had to make many calls...
Rev. Dunn, are you aware
that this is illegal?

“... be careful how we
present ourselves because we never know
who is examining
the evidence.”

* eventually five, plus two who worked at Dunn’s church.

Some employers are
just unaware of the
law, and they move
quickly to fix a case
of wage theft. This
man is different. He’s
playing a cat-andmouse game.

Now that you’ve filed with the Texas Workforce Commission we’ll keep the pressure
on Rev. Dunn, so he knows a lot of us are
helping you... and we’re not going away.

this
has
all been
a misunderstanding. Kathy
will get paid
everything
that is due
to her.

many visits... he’s not
here!

you’re
wasting
your time!

that’s his
new truck
outside!

and several protests to
finally recover all the
owed wages for kathy
and the other workers.

but advocacy groups like iwj can only do so
much and never enough to recover all the
wages stolen with every payday that passes.

That is why people concerned
with justice everywhere need to
follow the lead of workers to
organize and fight for effective and
enforced wage theft laws.

Will that be
enough?
We’ll see. The most
important thing is that
you are standing up to
demand respect for your
work and inspiring other
workers to do the same.

it is important that workers stand up for themselves because so few states have laws aimed at
wage theft. This leaves the job of enforcement
up to the federal government.

but The U.S. Department of labor has ten times
fewer investigators than seventy years ago,
when minimum wage laws
were first enacted.

laws that would
protect employees
against retaliation...
would require clear
employee records of wage
rates, paydays, work hours,
and payroll deductions...
and have penalities tough
enough to discourage
employers from cheating
their workers.

so until stronger laws are passed,
groups like the faith and justicE
worker center and the collective
actions of workers are the most
effective tools for justice.

So the workforce
commission started
contacting them by
letter. In the meantime, faith and justice
was doing more than
the commission!

Unfortunately we had
to continue showing our capacity
to mobilize folks, as he would try
to ignore us or delay payments and
make false promises when we would
come by with new cases of workers
that had approached us.

only by organizing can we
restore faith among workers
that their rights and dignity will
be protected as they pursue their
dreams for a better life.

I’m going back to school
now to get a Bachelor’s
Degree in Nursing. I can
do that because where I
work now, they pay you.

Need Help?
Want to help?
Turn the page
to find
organizations
fighting
wage theft.

HOW WE CAN STOP WAGE THEFT!
Together, we can stop wage theft! Consider how to get involved…..

LEARN
age-theft
sues/w

j.org/is
www.iw

ica:
in Amer
ft
e
h
T
e
g
ericans
Wa
ns of Am
o
li
il
M
id
Why
etting Pa
Aren’t G n Do About It
a
at We C
and Wh
Bobo
im
by K
11)
ress, 20
(New P

t.com
otha
d
s
s
o
)
myb
.can ational
g
w
w
w
(N
ft.or
ethe
g
a
ithw
)
wnw on Area
o
d
.
t
w
s
w
u
w
(Ho

“Broken Laws,
Unprotected
Workers”
report at:
www.unprotect
ed
workers.org/

“Building Injustice” http://www.buildtexas.org/
Building%20_Austn_Report.pdf

“On the Co
rner” http:/
/www.sscn
uploaded_
et.ucla.edu
files/Natl_
/issr/csup/
DayLaborOn_the_C
orner1.pdf
“Home Economics” http://www.domestic
workers.org/homeeconomics/

PRAY

resourchees/
wj.org/-w
age-t ft
www.iry
n
ta
praye li

REPORT
THEFT
in Houston:
713-862-8222
anywhere else:
U.S. Dept. of Labor
www.wagehour.dol.gov
1-866-487-9243

JOIN
:
uston
In Ho Justice
and
Faith er Center org
.
Work nworkers
o
t
s
u
o
2
2
.h
www 13-862-82
7

Natio
n
and o al: Work
ers C
ther I
en
n
Justic terfaith W ters
e
orker
A
www
.iwj.o ffiliates:
rg/ne
twork

More ways t
o...

TAKE
ACTION

www.iwj.o

rg/issues/w
age-theft

