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Cities, States Take On Wages

BY DON LEE
© 2013, Tribune Washington Bureau

WASHINGTON — While President
Barack Obama and Congress keep talk-
ing about the plight and economic
cost of Americans’ declining incomes,
a growing number of states and munic-
ipalities frustrated by federal inaction
are moving to do something about it.

Legislators and voters in five states
— California, New York, New Jersey,
Connecticut and Rhode Island — and
in four local governments this year ap-
proved measures raising the minimum
wage above the current national rate
of $7.25 an hour, in one case as high as
$15 an hour.

At least five more states, including
Maryland and South Dakota, and sev-
eral cities are expected to take up the
issue next year. Though states in the
past have approved increases in the
minimum wage, this year’s develop-
ments provide a higher floor for wages
next year in at least 21 states, a record
number.

The burst of activity, which has
alarmed business groups, reflects a
growing concern over stagnant wages,
lost purchasing power and the widen-
ing gap between the richest Americans
and everyone else — a gap that is now
at its widest since the Great Recession.

Moreover, many of the new jobs
being created in the economic recov-
ery are in industries most likely to pay
the minimum wage. Retailers and
restaurants accounted for nearly one-
third of job growth in the last 12
months.

Inflation, meanwhile, has steadily
eroded the value of the federal mini-
mum wage, which last rose in 2009 and
peaked in 1968 at $8.56 an hour in in-
flation-adjusted 2012 dollars.

With labor unions weakened and
employers feeling little pressure to pay
more in a slow economy, market
forces are offering no relief for low-
wage workers, said Georgetown Uni-
versity economist Harry Holzer.

Partisan divisions in Washington
have continued to stymie efforts to in-
crease the national minimum wage. So
state legislatures and even city coun-
cils are jumping into the void.

“There’s nothing else positive —
no other force out there — so people
are willing to say, ‘Let’s try it,” “Holzer
said.

In Maryland, councils in Mont-
gomery and Prince George’s counties
— suburbs of the nation’s capital —
last month approved a minimum-wage
increase to $11.50 an hour by 2017.
The District of Columbia last week en-
dorsed a similar measure.

“Clearly, Congress is non-function-
ing,” said Councilwoman Valerie Ervin
of Montgomery County, a mostly afflu-
ent area with significant pockets of
poverty. “As the groundswell of sup-
port continues to come from cities and
towns, we are going to create the
movement from the bottom up.”

Obama called for a higher mini-
mum wage in his State of the Union ad-
dress this year, and he repeated it
Wednesday, a day before unions and
workers staged one-day strikes and
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Signs of a natural gas pipeline leak

¢ Dirt being blown into the air.

e Water bubbling or shooting into the air .
from a pond, creek or puddle. °

¢ A skunk-like odor or, dying shrubs or
grass, perhaps near healthy plantings.

e An area of dead vegetation.

If you observe any of these signs of a
natural gas pipeline leak:

e Extinguish smoking materials and other °

e DO NOT attempt to extinguish a

e Contractors: Turn off and abandon
equipment. Do no attempt to move any

¢ Eliminate other sources of ignition (e.g.,
a nearby car with the engine running,

e | eave the immediate area.
e From a safe distance, call 911.

Do not re-enter the area until you have
been advised that it’s safe.

protests across the country demand-
ing better pay at fast-food restaurants
and other businesses.

But with the White House occupied
by health care, immigration and
budget issues and a sharply divided
Congress showing little urgency, few
expect Washington to enact a mini-
mum-wage increase any time soon. A
Senate bill that would increase the fed-
eral rate to $10.10 an hour over a two-
year period may come to a vote this
week, but prospects for passage by
both houses are dim.

At the state level, the highest cur-
rent minimum wage is offered in Wash-
ington state, where the pay is indexed
to inflation annually and will climb to
$9.32 an hour in January.

California’s minimum wage is
scheduled to rise to $9 in July and to
$10 at the start of 2016.

Those wages are well below the
$15 an hour that voters in the Wash-
ington town of SeaTac approved last
month for airport and hotel workers
within their borders, giving them the
highest minimum wage in the nation.

Now, the Service Employees Inter-
national Union and other groups that
organized the fast-food protests last
week are pressing for SeaTac’s rate to
become the new national standard.

Restaurant and other business
groups have become accustomed to
periodic pushes for a higher federal
minimum wage but said they have
seen nothing like the current wave, es-
pecially among local jurisdictions.

“The activity at the county and mu-
nicipal level is getting a bit out of con-
trol,” said Scott DeFife, executive vice
president with the National Restaurant
Association.

Although labor activists are hoping
the movement will spur other cities
and counties to follow suit, DeFife said
what might happen instead is that em-
ployers will move to neighboring areas
for cheaper labor.

“The dramatic increases are defi-
nitely going to impact prices and could
start to impact small businesses to
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Transporting natural gas through pipelines is a safe and reliable means of
delivering the energy that our customers depend on. And at NorthWestern Energy,
we’re committed to ensuring the safe and reliable operation of our entire natural
gas pipeline system and related equipment by performing regular physical checks
and tests. Whether you’re a natural gas user or not, there could be natural gas
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Fire or explosion
e A hissing or whooshing sound. .

Health

e [f sour gas (hydrogen sulfide) is
present, an immediate, extreme health
hazard exists.
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e Extremely high concentrations can

Potential hazards:

Extremely flammable - easily ignited by
heat, sparks or flames.

Will form explosive mixtures with air.

Vapor may travel to ignition source and
flashback when ignited.

Natural gas acts as an anesthetic at
high concentrations (i.e. enclosed
spaces causing displacement

of oxygen), producing dizziness,
headache, loss of coordination and
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compete with other people across the
county line,” he said.

Union organizers said that even in
states with higher minimum wages,
workers are struggling.

On Thursday, workers at fast-food
restaurants walked off the job in 100
cities.

Fanny Velazquez, a cashier at a Mc-
Donald’s in Los Angeles, Calif., was one
of them. The 34-year-old said she
earns $8.70 an hour, but that’s after
eight years on the job and is still not
enough — with just 20 work hours a
week — to move out of her parents’
home in South Los Angeles.

“I'want to be independent,” she
said.

Many economists warned that a
hike in the minimum wage sometimes
results in a modest reduction in over-
all employment as businesses down-
size. Holzer said the effect is likely to
be about 1 percent of lost employment
among the most affected groups —
young or low-wage workers — for
every 10 percent increase in the mini-
mum wage.

Proponents argued that giving
raises to minimum-wage workers
would lift the overall economy by
boosting their spending, but most
economists said the stimulative effect
would be minor.

That’s because their numbers are
relatively small: The Labor Depart-
ment estimated 3.55 million workers
were at or below the minimum wage
last year, out of more than 75 million
who are paid on an hourly basis and
about 128 million workers overall.

Still, polls show most Americans fa-
vored raising the minimum wage.

And an increase would have a
meaningful effect on some of the low-
est-paid workers, a growing share of
whom is older and better educated.

“It's not the average teenager who
wants money for an app for his cell-
phone,” said Jared Bernstein, the for-
mer chief economist for Vice President
Joe Biden.

cause irritation or asphyxiation by

exclusion of oxygen.

e Natural gas may or may not contain
mercaptans to odorize. If it does not,

colorless.

natural gas is odorless, tasteless and

¢ Fire may produce irritating and/or toxic
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Cancer Only A Speed
Bump In White House
Aide’s Dream Career

BY MICHAEL DOYLE
© 2013, McClatchy Washington Bureau

WASHINGTON — Stage IV colorec-
tal cancer was not part of the game
plan that brought Michael Robertson
from Fresno, Calif., to the White House.

Nor did Robertson’s career strat-
egy anticipate the $900,000 in medical
bills, or the physical agonies and men-
tal doubts. Instead, the Bullard High
School graduate selected his goals and
stepped from one achievement to an-
other until he was climbing the ladder
of the Obama administration.

And then he got sick.

“Iwent to bed one night relatively
fine,” Robertson said in an interview,
“and [ woke up the next day and | had a
catastrophic disease.”

Following grueling treatments and
multiple surgeries by Fresno-based
physicians, Robertson appears to be
cancer-free. He has gone public with
his experience, blogging about his
medical travails on the White House
website as part of the administration’s
larger campaign to promote the Afford-
able Care Act.

Technically, the Affordable Care Act
did not immediately affect Robertson’s
cancer treatment. Already protected
by insurance, he had to pick up only
about 1 percent of his medical ex-
penses. Now that he has a pre-existing
condition, though, the health care law
means Robertson can still secure in-
surance in the future. More broadly, his
is a cautionary tale about being am-
bushed by misfortune.

“It can happen to anybody,” Robert-
son said. “That’s what insurance is for.”

Robertson recently turned 37. He’s
a trim, athletic-looking man with a full
head of dark hair. His job, which car-
ries the dual titles of deputy assistant
to the president and deputy Cabinet
secretary, puts him in the Eisenhower
Executive Office Building. It’s part of
the White House complex, adrenaline
central.

“It's a blast, an absolute blast,”
Robertson said of his work. “It's a van-
tage point over the executive branch
that you don’t get in a lot of places ...
touching everything that goes on in the
country.”

It’s also the kind of job that Robert-
son seems to have been preparing for
his whole life.

The son of two Fresno teachers,
John and Karyn Robertson, he gradu-
ated from the University of California,
Berkeley. While in his third year at
Golden Gate University School of Law,
he began casting his net. He wanted to
work in Washington, D.C., probably in
the Senate. In late 2003, he learned
about an up-and-coming Senate candi-
date from Illinois, Barack Obama.

“I started following him, monitoring
him,” Robertson said. “I did a lot of re-
search.”

Right after the 2004 lllinois Demo-
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cratic primary,
Robertson contacted
the Obama campaign.
When he graduated
from law school, he
moved to Chicago
and started as a full-
time volunteer. After
Obama won, Robert-
son was hired for the
Senate staff, eventu-
ally becoming deputy to the senator’s
chief counsel.

Check.

When Obama announced his presi-
dential bid, Robertson joined the cam-
paign team. After Obama won in 2008,
Robertson joined the presidential tran-
sition team. He got a job at the General
Services Administration, eventually be-
coming chief of staff to the $26 billion-
a-year agency that oversees federal
real estate and acquisitions.

Check.

Along the way, Robertson earned a
master’s degree from Georgetown Uni-
versity Law Center. He learned about
the political hot seat, facing tough con-
gressional questions about GSA spend-
ing. As Obama started his second term,
Robertson moved up to deputy Cabi-
net secretary. His office helps coordi-
nate the work of different executive
branch agencies.

Check.

In July 2012, Robertson and his
then-fiancee were vacationing near
Santa Cruz, Calif. He hadn’t been feel-
ing well; he was fatigued, and suffering
from upset stomach and other symp-
toms he attributed to stress and long
hours. Still, he wanted to get checked
out. He went to one doctor, who re-
ferred him to a specialist, who brought
in other doctors. Within two days,
Robertson was told he had stage [V
metastatic colorectal cancer.

Stage IV is the highest stage in can-
cer. Beyond that, there is nothing.

“You go through incredible fear,
you go through moments of injustice,
you go through ‘what does this mean?’
All this stuff,” Robertson said, but “I
think I did pretty well in getting to, ‘OK
what'’s the plan,’ in part because the
other stuff is too scary and too hard to
dwell on.”

Robertson began a cross-country
regimen. For his medical care, he stuck
with the Fresno-area physicians he’'d
come to trust: oncologist Dr. Ravi D.
Rao, with Saint Agnes Medical Center,
and surgeon Dr. Susan Logan, with the
University of California, San Francisco.
He’d undergo treatments, then fly back
to Washington for work, then fly back
to California.

Robertson was last scanned for tu-
mors in October. Doctors saw nothing.
He’s now back to his 12-hour work
days, helping Obama finish out the
term, more aware than most that
there’s both life and death outside of a
political career.
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