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Over the last decade, worker centers serving day laborers have sprouted in communities

across the country. Because day laborers represent the most visible face of immigration,

worker centers frequently court controversy.

Yat at a locat level, these centers offer hope
for planners attempting to balance day tabor-
ers’ need for employment against the wider
community’s interest in maintaining orderly
appearances and traffic safety.

Day tabor is defined by very short
employment periods, often spanning several
hours or days. The terms of employment are
frequently subject only to verbal agreement,
and this, along with the precarious legal sta-
tus of many day laborers, ieads to high leveis
of employer abuse. Nonpayment of wages and

hazardous warking conditions are routine, and
day laborers who speak up are often verbatly
or even physicatly threatened. At the same
time, unreguiated day labor comers often
present communities with a host of negative
impacts. Emptoyers may stop their vehicles in
the middle of busy arterials or stop across the
street to pick up workers, causing congestion,
traffic conflicts, accidents, and pedestrian
crashes. With no waste receptacles or bath-
rooms nearby, day laborers may have few
alternatives to littering or urinating in public.

The throngs of men {the vast majority of day
laborers are male} standing on streef comers
can also create unease among passersiy and
generate concerns among adjacent busi-
nesses about {ost revenue,

in the face of these chalienges, worker
centers offer the best hope of helping day labor-
ers fight abusive work relations, while also
addressing the common safety and aesthetic
concerns that communities with informat day
labor corners often have. Worker centers pro-
vide a space off the street where day laborers
and employers can negotiate wages, and also
set rules and expectations of behavior that both
parties must follow in exchange for the privilege
of using the center’s facilities. But the opening
of new worker centers is often plagued by a lack
of accurate information and reliance on conjec-
ture. This is unfortunate because planning can
play an important role in ensuring a new cen-
ter's success, both in siting a center to attract
the maximum number of workers and in lessen-
ing the impacts that worker centers are likely to
generate,

This issue of Zoning Practice draws on &
wide array of literature on day labor and worker
centers, interviews with worker center staff and
local government personnel, and the author's
own expenence as a volunteer and researcher
at both an informal day labor corner and @
worker ¢center in Chicago. Its intent is to provide
communities with the basic infermation and
tools necessary to establish a center that meets
the needs of both workers and the community,
while alse anticipating and curbing some of the
impacts that a day labor center is likely to have
on its surrounding neighborhood. it does not
discuss the administration of worker centers, an
issue critical to the success of any center, but
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one beyond the scope of land-use planning.
However, those interested in the day-to-day
operations of day labor centers can find links
and citations to further reading at the end of the
article.

CONTROVERSY AND BYTHS

The polarizing debate around immigration
casts a long shadow over the issue of day
labor. it is impossible to discuss worker cen-
ters without briefly addressing some of the
more pervasive and offensive myths surround-
ing worker centers, City staff, officials, and day
labor advocates must undertake pubiic out-
reach concurrent with the establishment of a
worker center in order to deflate these myths,
50 everyone can move on to substantive
issues rather than getting tangled in a thicket
of rhetoric and misinformation.

Contrary to the assertions of some anti-immi-
grant groups, the majority of immigrant day
iaborers do not know about worker centers, let
alene day labor, when they first arrive in the
United States. According to the National Day
Labor Survey conducted in 2006, 78 percent
of immigrant day faborers leamed of the prac-
tice once they were in the country (Valenzuela
et al 2006, p, 18). Moreover, when someacne
begins work as a day laborer, he* often shows
up at an informat comner, and only becomes
aware of the center through feltow workers or
through the outreach efforis of worker center
staff. Finaily, not ail day laborers are undocu-
mented. Seven percent were born in the
United States, and nearly double that number
are legal immigrants. {ibid.)

Untike temporary agencies, worker centers da
not employ day laborers: They help match day
taborers with employers, who pay the workers
for their services directly. Worker centers are
therefore not required by federal faw to check
on immigration stafus; instead, i is the
respensibility of employers to make sure that
the individuals they hire are eligible to work,
as well as pay faxes and contribute to social
security, unemployment, and disability funds,
Staff members aiso make the argument
that, without their worker centers, the same
transactions would still happen between day
faborers and employers, but they would be
more tikely to result in abuse of workers,
£xisting labor laws clearly state that illegal
immigrants are entitled to the same labor pro-
tections as other workers; consequently, cen-

ters that help workers collect unpaid wages
without regard to immigration status are pro-
moting the rule of law,

Ay
hol gnd commit crimes

No study has ever been able to directly attrib-
ute increased criminal activity to day laborers.
Nearly all evidence cited by day labor oppo-
nents is circumstantial, and often no dogu-
mentation is offered to back up allegations.
When there is a real problem, the culprits are
often unrelated substance users and criminats
who use the anonymity offered by the large
crowd of workers to engage in violence and
disorder, sometimes preying on day lzborers
themseives. Nevertheless, occasionaily there
are workers with substance abuse problems
or who engage in criminal activity. Fortunately,
nearty all warker ceniers have rules specifi-
cally prohibiting these activities that are
enforced by on-site staff, which increases
their appeal from a public safety perspective.
in fact, some centers regularly work with ocal
taw enforcement officials to address any prob-
tems that arise.

#3: Day leborers abuse drugs and alco-

For several reasons, even the best situated
and administerad worker center will not com-
pletely eliminate informal day iabor corners.
In most communities, new day laborers arrive
regutarly, often without knowing about or
immediately trusting the worker center. For
that reason, center staff need to conduct out-
reach regularly to inform new arrivals about
the center and encourage them to use its
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services. Siow employment periods can cause
day laborers already using the worker center
to retumn 1o the street corner. Even if a general
slump is the cause, a downturn can create the
perception in the minds of some day laborers
that they might have better prospects on the
street. Aftracting and retaining the maximum
possible proportien of employers to the
worker center can mitigate this effect to some
extent, but some teakage of labor supply will
in ail liketihood stilt occur. Therefore, local
government officiats and staff need to under-
stand that there wilt always be a residual
amount of day labor activity at the original day
tabor corner and ensure that the public under-
stands it as well, Expectations need to be kept
in check, especially during the initial stages of
gperation when the center is establishing its
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reputation with workers and employers, so
that unreasonable demands do not lead {0
frustration.

SiTIRG DAY LABOGE JEN

in the hope that we have lald the most com-
mon misinformation abaut day labor and
warker centers to rest, we now discuss the
siting and regulatory criteria that are most
relevant when considering a new day labor
center.

In too many communities, the only factor
considered when deciding on a location for a
worker center is the level of opposition that
local politicians and staff are likely to
encounter. Political feasibility is an important
consideration, and any effort to establish a

warker center should include & public infor-
mation component to dispet the myths dis-
cussed eariier. However, politics should not
be allowed to overshadow the basic loca-
tional criteria that largely determine whether
or not the center will effectively serve workers
and address the community’s concems.
Primary among these criteria is the dis-
tance to the original informat day labor cor-
ner. Corners almost never take roct ran-
domly. They are strategic locations that arise
because they meet the needs of both day
laborers and their prospective employers.
Day labor corners are often located near
building stores where contractors and home
owners alike buy their supplies (Home
Depot being the most famous exampiel,
with convenient access to major thorough-

fares and close proximity to wark sites
(either booming suburban towns or redevel
oping inner city neighborhoods). In some
communrities, nearby soclal services used
by day laborers can also exert an influence
on the corner's location. As time passes
and a site becomes more established,
some day laborers will likely move into
housing within closer walking or commuting
distance, reinforcing the significance of its
location.

In the greater Chicago area, for
instance, the three biggest corners are
located near expressways that offer quick
access 1o the booming outer-ring suburbs
wast of the city, but are also near gentrifying
Chitago neighborhoods. Moreaver, they are

in areas where day laborers can afford to live,
within watking distance of transit, and close
to building supply stores, Similarly, many
informal day labor corners in southern
California are across the street from {orin the
parking lots of) Home Depot stores, close 1o
freeway access ramps, and near rapidly devel-
oping areas.

By situating near the original informat
day labor cotner, the worker center can use
these locational pull factors to help draw
both prospective empioyers and day labor
ers. However, if locating the center close to
the corner is not feasible, planners should
make efforts 1o ensure that any substitute
location offers advaniages comparable to
those at the original site. Otherwise, the
center will face an uphill battle to attract
employers and workers, while the informal
day labor corner and its undesirable effects
continue unabated.

Any use will generate impacts on s surround-
ing neighborhood, and worker centers are no
exception. While the potential fiscal and
social impacts of worker centers are a topic
worthy of consideration, this article is focused
on more immediate concerns about parking
demand, traffic generation, and compatibiiity
with nearby uses.

sarking and Traffic

For most uses, planners base parking require-
ments and traffic impacts on estimates of the
number of custemers (for commercial uses),
employees (for commercial and institutional
uses), and residents. Worker centers resemble
commercial uses in that both have a relatively
large volume of “customers” (i.e. notential
employers) as well as staff and workers.
Hawever, estimating the number of people in
each group is likely to be difficutt for several
reasons. First, because day labor is heavily
oriented toward construction, painting, yard
work, and other types of cutdeor laboer, the
number of employers and workers using the
center fluctuates widely from one season o
the next, particularly in northern climates. !f
planners base parking reguirements on peak
summer demand, the worker center's parking
lot will be empty in the winter; conversely,
what was ample parking In the winter and fall
months may be inadeguate during the busy
summer months.
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Second, day labor centers exhibit an
uncommaon activity schedule relative to other
uses, The number of workers arriving at the
center peaks around opening time (ypically
5:3¢ or 6 a.m.), and the number of employers
varies but generally drops off by ¢ or 10 a.m.
Again, climate can generate some important
differences. in some parts of the Southwest,
where high temperatures can routinely exceed
100 degrees, jobs start and finish earlier in
the day during summer. One ¢enter in Arizona
actually closes at ¢ a.m. in the hottest
months. Because workers and employers
often do not return to the center at the end of
the work day, the conditions of day labor
transform the idea of a “work day” #selfinto a
flexible concept, making the traffic and park-
ing impacts of worker centers very difficult to
estimate.

In the face of such uncertainty, conven-
tional planning wisdom suggests applying
conservatively high estimates of traffic and
parking demand. Before doing so, however,
it would be wise to account for the trans-
portation profiie of day laborers, who are
more likely than the overall population (o
carpoal, take transit (if available}, bike, or
walk to the worker center. in almost all inter-
views with center staff, driving alone was
reported to be the least likely means of get-
fing to and from the worker center, This
implies much lower traffic and parking
impacis than standard estimates would pre-
dict. Exactly what proportion of day laborers
still arrive by car witl vary with context and
can be best estimated by surveying workers
and any existing organizations that repre-
sent or serve them.

The impact of employers on parking
and traffic may seem easier to estimate rela-
tive to day iaborers, since they almost
always arrive and leave in vehicles, but the
amount of traffic generated and necessary
parking can in fact vary widely depending on
the operational structure and physical
design of the worker center. Some centers
allow employers to come in on an appoint-
ment-enly basis, in which case they discuss
the nature of the job and agree to wages
with dayv laborers over the phone. Then, at
the designated time, they drive by 1o pick up
the day laborers. On the other hand, many
worker centers conduct business on a
“drive-through™ basis, allowing employers
to show up unannounced any time during
the day. They must then discuss the nature

of the job and wages with day laborers, and
if they cannot reach an agreement, the
employer may leave without hiring anyone.
This business model invelves several min-
utes of time spent by the employer—and the

employer’s vehicle—parked or standing on
the site or in the street while negotiating
with workers, which can quickly create stack-
ing and parking issues if several empioyers
arrive at once. Centers that wish to operate
on a drive-through basis should focate on a
site with & large, open graveled or paved
area to solve this issue, whiie those located
in a storefront office with limited parking
should reguire employers to cail ahead.

The only vehicie impact that is rela-
tively straightforward to assess is that of
worker center staff and volunieers, since
they are more likely than workers to own and
drive cars to the center and are typically
there from the time the center opens until it
closes. With that said, centers that provide

additional services may have staff members
who keep different hours, and not all staff
may be at the center every day. For example,
a worker center may have a total of 14
employees and volunteers, but only two are
present on any given day.

Because local conditions and the
specifics of each individual center have such
a targe influence on parking demand and traf-
fic generation, planners should use caution
when relying on estimales from other commu-
nities. Instead, ali of the above issues should
be carefully considered and discussed with
day laborers, advocates, and frequent day
tabor employers to produce a more reason-
able assessment.

While traditional neighborhood and mixed use
districts may be the hot topic in planning at the
moment, compatibility with surrounding uses
may be a contentious issue if a proposed center
is located near low-density residentiat
dwellings. Some objections are based more on
fear than substance. While day labor opponents
in one community went on record insinuating
that day laborers would prey on schoolchildren
if a worker center opened in a residential area, a
day care facility in Mount Kisco, New York, hap-
pity shares building space with a warker center.
However, there are genuine concerns that merit
serious consideration. Worker centers open
before most people get out of bed and often
operate on Saturdays as well as weekdays,
which is perhaps as appealing as having a con-
venience store for a neighboar.

in practice, most existing worker centers
are located on and immediately surrounded by
property that is zoned for commercial or public
institutional uses. Residences may be in the
vicinity, but they are not typically adiacent to the
center, often for the simple fact that the center
is situated along an arterial or other major road.
In Interviews conducted for this articte, no staff
of any of the cities or centers contacted could
recalt hearing any complaints from area resi-
dents related to site impacis. The fact that a siz-
able majority of centers surveyed were sited on
commercial property and few complaints by
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adjacent properties were regisiered anywhere
would seem to suggest that commercial is an
appropriate designation.

Regulatory Provess

In terms of underlying zening, approval could
run into difficulty if it is unclear whether ornot a
worker center is a permitted use. A use table
that enumerates them is unheard of, and cen-
ters do not easily fall under a more general cate-
gory stich as institutional or commercial. For this
reason, one watker center spent a considerable
amount of time seeking advice to ensure that it
would not need a variance to occupy a commer-
cial site. Depending on the community, 2 worker
center is usually considered a nonprofit busi-
ness, in which case it is likely a permitted use in
commercial districts; in other cases it may qual-
ify as a public service facility, especially if it is
administered by the local government.

The specific requiremants of the public
hearing and approvals process can likewise vary
depending on whether the site is owned pri-
vately or by a jocat government, in Monigomery
County, Maryland, ail three worker centers are
tocated on county property, so they were
required 1o use a process for public use projects
known as “mandatory referral.” The process
inciuded public notification and a plarning
board hearing, but comments received from
hoard members for public use projects are non-
binding. Similarly, the approval process can
range from relatively ienient to stringent
depending on whether the worker center will
entail construction or significant rehabilitation
of improvements on the property,

As long as immigration issues loom iarge on
the national agenda, day labor wil continue to
be a lightning rod for controversy, However, a

property sited and administered worker center
represents a tool for any pianner fooking to
improve conditions for day laborers and for
communities as a whole. With proper plan-
ning, the concepts and strategies presented in
this article can help interested communities to
successfully site & worker center and controt
its impacts in a way that balances the inter-
ests of ail concerned parties and reduces
unnecessary conflict,

*Note: The use of the pronoun “he” in this
context should not be interpreted as reflecting
a chauvinistic attitude on the part of the
author, but rather as an acknowledgment of
the fact that the overwhelming majority of day
laborers are male.

E= NEWS BRIEFS

“BEANTOWN" BECOMING GREENTOWN
=22 THROUGH ZONING

Megan S. Lewis, arce

in January 2007 Boston became the first city
o incorporate the U.S. Green Building Coun-
cil's Leadership in Energy and Environmental
Design (LEED) reguirements into its zoning
ordinance. Foilowing a public hearing that
month, the zoning commission approved
adding Article 37 to Boston's zoning code to
require LEED for New Construction and Major
Renovatiens (LEED-NQ) certification for public
and private development projects of more
than 50,000 square feet. The Boston
Redevelopment Authority (BRA} is responsibie
for ensuring that projects comply with this
new amendment.

This is not the first step that Boston has
taken to incorporate green building into the city.
In tune 2003 Mayor Thomas Menino formed the
Green Building Task Foree, composed of public
and private partners, to help guide policy initia-
tives to “build a greener Boston.” In November
2004 the task force issued its recommenda-
tions, including a 10-point action plan outlining
key steps. This action plan called for the city to
amend Article 8o of the zoning ordinance to
require LEED certification for large-scale proi-
ects. in addition, the task force recommended
requiring ali city-owned new construction and
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major renovation projects to be certified LEED
Shver status and for all city-supported develop-
ment projects to be LEED certified. The city
adopted these task force recommendations the
following month.

In the Boston zoning code, all proposals
subject in Large Project Review under Article
80B must meet this new reguirement, unless
they entered the review process prior tc the
first public notice on the zoning change. The
same exception applies to Development
impact Project plan and planned development
area development pian applications.

“Lasge projects have the greatest envi-
ronmental impacts and the greatest opportu-
nities to improve,” says john Dalzell, senior
architect with the Boston Redevelopment
Authority. “Additionalty, with larger and more
advanced project planning teams, their ability
te change practice and lead the industry was
far better than smaller project teams. And
finally, these projects already undergo a sig-
nificant development review process; the new
regutations present little or no additicnal per-
mitting burdens.”

Large Project Review addresses eight
components: transportation, environmental
protection, urban design, historic resources,
infrastructure systems, site plan, tidelands,
and development impact project. Prior to this
amendment the environmental protection
compenent included a section on green build-

ing, which involved an assessment of the proj-

ect to determine if it complied with LEED,
which rating system was most appropriate,
and the level of environmentat performance
that the buliding would achieve. While the city
did ask development teams to submit LEED
score sheets for their projects, according to
Dalzell, “this was not required nor did we set
a minimum outcome or score,”

Numerous cities have adopted LEED cer-
tification requirements for municipal and
other public buildings. But only a handful of
cities have incorporated LEED certification
requirements into thelr zoning ordinances,
and before Boston joined this group, they
focused only on height and density bonuses,

This appears to be the stari of a trend in
the region and across the country. According
to David Dixon, saice, of Goody Clancy, the city
of Cambridge, Massachusetts, is in the
process of adopting comparable zoning, and
other cities in which he is working “are con-
sidering or are already well along toward
incorporating certification into zoning as a

source of incentives or directly into codes or
other regulatory toois as a precendition io
building approvals.”

In addition to LEED, Boston has its own
cradit system. The Boston Green Building
Credits program covers four categories: mod-
ern grid, historic preservation, groundwater
recharge, and modern mability. To be eligi-
bie for these credits, developers must sub-
mit a plan to the BRA that meets certain
Boston Public Health Commission prerequi-
sites. For this zoning amendment, four of the
26 credits required for minimum LEED certifi-
cation may be Boston Green Building
Credits, with one point awarded for each of
the four categories,

The BRA will ensure compliance with
Articte 37 through its overall Large Project
Review authority under Article 8o, Section
§0B-6. A Boston Interagency Green Building
Commitiee, created by Article 37, advises the
BRA. The committee includes city agencies
involved In the building and permitting
process.

“The codification of sustainability into
zoning and building codes will help urban
designers return to & broader focus that inte-
grates sustainability into 2 wide range of
urban design concerns that touch on the full
range of human experience and guality of life
as well as our responsibility to the natural
environment,” says Dixon, “Any increased
attention to sustainability, in form of green
buitding, increased transit funding, emphasis
on TOD [transit-oriented develepment], of in
other forms generally has a very positive
impact on urban design.”

This is just the first step that the mayor
pians to take with regard to green building in -~
Boston. “The mayor has set a progressive and
aggressive vision for Boston to become a
teader in green buildings on & regional,
national, and intemational level,” says
Dalzell. “As the building industry and market
adapts to fthese new] regulations the city will
took at actions that improve performance and
expand [this] practice across the ¢ity and
across sectors.”

Because these projects typically spend at
teast a year in the project planning and permit-
ting phases, the city is still waiting to find out
the outcomes. However, they have noted an
increase in the number of projects seeking LEED
certification, and anecdotally have heard “if we
are going to do it, let’s get the full credit.”

Megan Lewis, ace, is a senior research associate
at the American Planning Association. She is
project manager for an APA research effort
examining the connections between energy and
planning titled Planning Our Way to a New
Energy Future. For more information, see the
project website at www.planning.org/energy.
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