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With rising economic inequality and a vulnerable immigrant
workforce, California's low-wage workers are increasingly exposed to labor
violations such as wage theft and workplace safety risks. State agencies lack §
the resources to proactively investigate and enforce California's labor laws, :
meaning that for many vulnerable workforces like farmworkers, the laws on |
the books are not the reality of the laws in the field. Enforcement of these
codes have traditionally been handled at the state level by the Department
of Industrial Relations (DIR) through the Division of Labor Standards
Enforcement (DLSE) and the Division of Occupational Safety and Health
(DOSH/ Cal OSHA). However, these existing investigation and
enforcement mechanisms have been overwhelmed. For example a 2014

Bureau of Labor Statistics report has estimated that wage theft violations occur
in 11 to 12 percent of all low-wage jobs in the state. A CAUSE survey of local
farmworkers found that 1 in 3 farmworkers in Santa Barbara County and over
half of farmworkers in Ventura County had experienced wage theft. The
shortfall of enforcement resources has hurt local economies, governments, and
workers with lost income and has served to reward employers who steal from
their employees. Indeed in some
sectors of the economy such as
the agriculture industry, workers

face particular hardship as
education and language barriers, fear of retaliation and deportation, and the
difficulty of filing claims mean few workers ever report wage theft or workplace *
safety violations to the state. With many low wage workers experiencing high
rates of poverty, the theft of already low wages or a workplace injury can have
devastating social, economic, and health impacts on not only the worker but

also their communities.

Understanding the harm of wage theft within their jurisdictions, cities throughout California have begun enacting their
own local investigation and enforcement mechanisms to protect their citizens. While cities like San Francisco, Los Angeles,
San Jose, Emeryville, and Mountain View vary in size, demographic and economic makeup, they all have enacted local
ordinances that can be learned from to fight wage theft and other threats to labor standards.

This report will serve to discuss the scope of wage theft and other labor violations, the lack of resources available to
state agencies, and potential solutions found in local enforcement filling the gap.

Scope of Wage Thetft in California

According to a landmark study of Los Angeles low wage workers, considered the most
comprehensive analysis of wage theft in the U.S., the amount of underpayment due to minimum
wage violations assuming a full-year work schedule averaged $1,135 a year per worker, or 6.9
percent of earnings. Counting all pay-based violations, such as unpaid overtime and off-the-clock
work, workers lost $2,070 per year, or 12.5 percent of earnings.
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Division of Labor Standards Enforcement (DLSE)

Barriers to Workers Filing Claims
Lack of formal education: Central Coast
farmworkers typically have less than a high
school education and many speak indigenous
languages like Mixteco as their first language.
Workers’ lack of ability to read or write legal/
technical language, in English or Spanish,
causes many DLSE cases to be thrown out
because the forms are not adequately
completed.

Lack of legal aid: A CAUSE analysis of dozens

of wage theft claims in agriculture in 2015

found that virtually all workers were unsuccessful
except those represented by CRLA. Unfortunately,
while the Oxnard CRLA office takes labor cases, their
Santa Maria office does not due to lack of capacity,
leaving Santa Barbara County farmworkers with no
legal aid resources. Furthermore, legal aid

DLSE Wage Claim Adjudication Process

DLSE Locations in Ventura and Santa Barbara
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