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IntroductIon
One of the root causes of the growing
economic inequality and insecurity in the
United States today is the violation of the
human rights to decent work and to social
assistance if one is unable to work. These
rights are not only essential to the survival
of individuals and their families, they are
also necessary in a society where the full
enjoyment of many other rights, such as
the right to an adequate standard of living,
the right to housing, the right to health, and
the right to fully participate in the political
and cultural life of one’s community, is
to decent work. Securing workers’ human
rights is therefore fundamental to a society
based on fairness and respect for human
dignity.
The human right to decent work protects
everyone’s right to fair wages and equal
pay for equal work, to safe and healthy
working conditions, and to days of rest. It
recognizes the right of everyone to form and
join trade unions that are able to function
freely. It upholds the right to opportunities
to gain one’s living through freely chosen
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work. And if one is unable to work due to
disability, illness, age, or the lack of jobs,
it ensures that everyone has the right to
social security. Everyone, regardless of
one’s race, nationality, gender, sexuality,
has the right to enjoy decent work without
discrimination of any kind.
The right to decent work matters to
everyone.
They matter to women, who earn 77
cents for every dollar earned by men,
which violates their human rights to
equal pay for equal work.2
They matter to people of color, who
unemployment rates than whites and
receive unequal pay for equal work,
which violates their human rights to
protection against unemployment and
to non-discrimination.
They matter to domestic workers and
farmworkers, who are excluded from
the 1935 National Labor Relations Act,
which violates their human rights to
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join a union and to days of rest.
They matter to fast food and restaurant
workers, who do not receive fair wages or
paid sick days, which violates their human
rights to just compensation and to healthy
working conditions.
They matter to lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender people, who experience high
rates of workplace discrimination and
harassment, and whose human rights are
violated by the absence of decent working
conditions and explicit non-discrimination
protections.
They matter to people with a criminal
record, who face severe discrimination in
securing jobs, which, due to persistent racial
disproportionately impacts people of color;
this violates their human right to freedom
from racial discrimination.
They matter to union members in the
misnomer “right to work”3 states who are

brackets and corporations have allowed
executives to bargain for higher salaries
while rollbacks on workers’ rights and cuts
to social assistance programs have pushed
millions of middle- and working-class
families further into poverty. Over these
same thirty years, CEO compensation has
grown 725 percent while the compensation
of private-sector workers has grown only
5.7 percent.5 Women, people of color,
recent immigrants, youth, and lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and transgender people –
those who have been historically excluded
from categories of citizenship, and even
humanity – bear the brunt of this widening
economic inequality. The intersections
of these identities, e.g., Black women or
transgender immigrant youth, compound
people’s vulnerability to economic human
rights violations.

where union members must subsidize nonmembers, which violates their right to a
freely functioning union and interferes with
their right to freedom of association.
They matter to all people who want to live
in a society where everyone is able to enjoy
an adequate standard of living, health,
and well being in a fair and prosperous
economy.
Violations of the right to decent work widen
economic inequality and render people
vulnerable to other human rights violations,
such as the denial of the right to an adequate
standard of living. An estimated 46 million
people currently live in poverty in the United
States. Despite its vast wealth, the U.S. ranks
income inequality gap between its rich and poor.4
This inequality gap has grown drastically in the
last three decades: tax breaks for top income
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0.61

Black women earn 61 cents and Latina
women earn 57 cents for every dollar
paid to white men.6

20%

LGBT youth represent 20 percent of
the youth homeless population, while
general youth population.8

46%

46 percent of Black children under
age six live in poverty, compared to 14
percent of white children.7

4x

Transgender people of color experience
unemployment rates four times greater
than the national unemployment rate.9

the most recent national survey on human rights
This paper positions Inattitudes
and knowledge in the United States, 63 percent
workers’ rights of respondents believed that poor people face routine
Yet in the same study, it was found
within a human discrimination.
that only eight percent of adults and four percent of
rights framework to young people were aware of the Universal Declaration
Human Rights.
demonstrate how ofcontext
of increasing economic inequality, many people
discrimination, but few are equipped with the
an economic, social, recognize
knowledge to identify economic human rights violations
and cultural rights or harness the power of the human rights framework to
lens can effectively hold violators accountable.
advance economic This paper positions workers’ rights within a human
justice in the United rights framework to demonstrate how an economic,
States. economic justice in the United States. First, it broadens
10

dominant perceptions of civil rights in the U.S. by articulating the full spectrum of human
rights and the components of the global human rights framework. Second, it outlines
international human rights laws and legal instruments that protect workers’ rights and
economic, social, and cultural rights. Third, it provides a brief historical context to the
continued discrimination and exclusion of certain groups from workers’ rights protections.
Fourth, it highlights examples of grassroots movements that successfully employ the human
rights framework to hold corporations and government accountable to the right to decent
work. And last, it outlines concrete steps that governments, corporations, and committed
people can take to help realize workers’ human rights here at home.
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From cIvIl rIghts to human rIghts: EmbracIng thE Full spEctrum oF rIghts
A common perspective of rights in the United States views:
Rights as civil and political rights
Workers’ rights as granted by one’s government
Food, housing, healthcare, and education as government handouts or entitlements
Poverty and economic inequality as a result of individual failure
Human rights as foreign and unnecessary in the United States
A human rights perspective views:
Rights as civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights
Workers’ rights as economic rights that must be protected by one’s government
Food, housing, healthcare, and education as governments’ human rights
responsibilities
Poverty and economic inequality as injustices indicative of human rights violations
Human rights as universal and necessary for freedom and dignity everywhere
In contrast to more dominant notions of rights in the United States, a human rights
perspective recognizes the inherent rights that people need to live freely and with dignity
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) of 1948, the full spectrum of rights – civil,
political, economic, social, and cultural rights – are deemed universal, inalienable, indivisible,
and interdependent. Human rights are universal because they belong to all people,
everywhere, by virtue of their humanity; they are inalienable, because regardless of where
people are born or reside, no government or individual can take away these rights; they are
indivisible because the full enjoyment of any right requires that all components of that right

“

realization of the others, and the violation of one right jeopardizes others.

It’s hard – or even impossible – to go to school, to work, to
vote, to keep a family together, if you don’t have food to eat,
health care for body and mind, or a home to live in.”

-Maria Foscarinis
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Yet, nearly 65 years after the proclamation of the UDHR, with its clear articulation of
workers’ rights and economic, social, and cultural rights, many labor rights and anti-poverty
organizations in the United States limit their advocacy to civil rights terms at the national
challenges of our globalizing economy, and they have proven themselves inadequate in
and empowering people who continue to be excluded or unprotected under U.S. law.
For communities struggling to secure workers’ rights and economic justice in the U.S., the
utilization of the human rights framework holds immense potential. Deploying the “human
rights framework” involves engagement with one or more of the following components: 1)
a belief that all human beings, everywhere on Earth, are born equal in dignity and rights; 2)
international laws that articulate shared ethical principles rooted in what we as individuals
and communities need to live with dignity and equality; 3) a global system of courts,
councils, and legal mechanisms that monitor and enforce these laws; 4) advocacy methods
realization of their rights; and 5) advocacy networks of organizations and individuals that
promote human rights and actively hold governments, corporations, and other institutions
accountable to human rights standards.
IntErnatIonal human rIghts laws and InstrumEnts:
rEclaImIng EconomIc, socIal, and cultural rIghts In thE unItEd statEs
For over three millennia – from the Code of Hammurabi, the Analects of Confucius, the Bible,
the Koran, the Magna Carta, to the U.S. Bill of Rights – human societies have developed
rules outlining how people should treat one another and the responsibilities they share in
War II and amidst rising calls for social and economic justice by grassroots groups and
decolonization movements around the globe, the newly created United Nations established
a Commission on Human Rights to draft a declaration of rights for humankind. While not a
was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on December 10, 1948. As the
than 80 international human rights treaties, inspired numerous national constitutions, and is
the most widely translated document in the world.
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The UDHR contains 30 articles that
rights: political, civil, economic, social,
and cultural rights. Economic, social,
and cultural rights are articulated in
Articles 16 and 22-27, which recognize
everyone’s human rights to:
16) Marriage and family
22) Social security
23) Work, fair wages, and unions
24) Rest and leisure
25) Standard of living adequate for
food, shelter, clothing, healthcare, and
social services
26) Education
27) Participation in the cultural life of
one’s community.

Workers’ rights are outlined in Articles 23
& 24:
article 23
1) The right to work, to free choice of
employment, to just and favorable
conditions of work and to protection
against unemployment
2) The right to equal pay for equal work
3) The right to just and favorable
remuneration ensuring for himself and
his family an existence worthy of human
dignity, and supplemented, if necessary,
by other means of social protection
4) The right to form and to join trade
unions for the protection of his interests
article 24
The right to rest and leisure, with a
reasonable limitation of working hours
and periodic holidays with pay

The UDHR is a declaration that is not enforceable by law, but it was designed to be a
foundation for the development of international human rights law, a model for new
and existing nations, and a tool that oppressed and marginalized people could use at
local, national, and global levels in their struggles for freedom and dignity. Following the
confronted with severe geopolitical tensions at the dawn of the Cold War. Western capitalist
countries, such as the United States, and other colonial powers stressed the supremacy of
civil and political rights, such as the rights to freedom of speech, thought, and religion, and
the right to vote. Socialist countries and many in the Global South emphasized the centrality
of economic and social rights such as workers’ rights and the rights to housing, education, and
failing to establish a foundation for future human rights law, the full spectrum of human rights
enshrined in the UDHR was fatefully divided into two separate treaties: the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International Covenant on Economic,
Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). Together, the UDHR, ICCPR, and ICESCR comprise the
International Bill of Human Rights.
While the United States often shames other governments for their human rights records in the
international arena, the U.S. government only recognizes a select group of civil and political
human rights domestically and frequently violates its own people’s economic, social, and
As a signatory to the ICESCR, however, the U.S. must refrain from acts that defeat the object
and purpose of the treaty. By refusing to ratify the ICESCR, the U.S. weakens its ability to
Workers’ Rights and Economic Justice in the United States: A Human Rights Perspective | 6

promote human rights abroad, as violators can easily point to the U.S.’s own preference of
remaining legally unaccountable to its people’s rights to decent work, education, housing,
social security, and healthcare, among others. Furthermore, of the international human rights

Intl. convention on the Elimination of all Forms of racial discrimination (IcErd)
Intl. Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
Intl. Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and their Families
Intl. Convention on the Rights of the Child11
IntErnatIonal mEchanIsms For holdIng govErnmEnt rEsponsIblE
of the ICCPR and the ICERD provides opportunities for domestic non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) and communities to hold the U.S. accountable to several workers’
rights standards.12 For example, Article 8 of the ICCPR guarantees that no one shall be held in
slavery or required to perform forced labor. Also, Article 5(e) of ICERD prohibits discrimination
based on race, color, or national and ethnic origin, to (i) rights to work, free choice of
employment, and favorable conditions and pay, (ii) the right to form and join trade unions,
and (iv) the right to public health, medical care, social security, and social services.13
The legal strategies of many U.S. social movements seeking economic justice have been
primarily protect only civil and political rights. However, the recent development of the
Universal Periodic Review (UPR) process in 2006 has opened up new political opportunities
for groups seeking to hold the U.S. accountable to economic, social, and cultural rights at
the international level. The UPR involves a review of the overall human rights records of all
countries that are members of the United Nations, including the United States.14 In addition
reports to the United Nations Human Rights Council to be considered as part of the review
process. These “shadow” reports provide crucial on-the-ground perspectives that help widen
the scope of the limited human rights narrative presented by the U.S. Government. Because
the review considers a country’s human rights obligations set out in the UDHR, in addition
to the human rights treaties the country has accepted as law, NGOs can submit reports on
the United States’ economic, social, and cultural rights record. For example, in 2010, the U.S.
Human Rights Network brought together social justice and other human rights groups based
in the United States to coordinate participation in the UPR process. As part of its strategy, the
Network emphasized the need for groups to include issues of economic, social, and cultural
rights in their reports. As a result, over half the reports submitted to the United Nations
Human Rights Council reported directly on economic, cultural and social rights issues and
others included them as they related to their topic. This strategic emphasis placed such
statement on the administration’s position on economic, social, cultural rights in the United
States.15
7
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In addition to the UPR process, local organizations seeking to pressure the U.S. Government
from the international arena can also engage with United Nations Special Rapporteurs, who
work under a mandate from the United Nations Human Rights Council to investigate and
the Coalition of Immokalee Workers, and the National Law Center on Homelessness and
Poverty have collaborated with Special Rapporteurs on Adequate Housing, Food, and Extreme
both of these strategies, local groups can utilize mechanisms within the United Nations
system to identify human rights violations and put pressure on the U.S. Government from the
international arena.
IntErnatIonal mEchanIsms For holdIng corporatIons accountablE
Governments are not the only violators of human rights, particularly when it comes to workers’
rights to fair wages, decent working conditions, and the right to join a union. United Nations
Special Representative John Ruggie16 describes how the “dramatic worldwide expansion of
the private sector… coupled with a corresponding rise in transnational economic activity” in
the late 1990s and early 2000s has “heightened social awareness of businesses’ impact on
human rights.”17 The rapid growth of corporate globalization has had a devastating impact on
workers’ rights in the United States and around the world. As a result of what some describe as
the global “race to the bottom,” workers’ rights in the U.S. are deteriorating as 1) corporations
move production to areas where governments cut labor standards, environmental regulation,
and corporate taxes to attract business, 2) corporate consolidation exerts immense downward
pressure on workers’ wages throughout corporate supply chains, and 3) U.S. labor protections
central to the U.S. economy. Recent United Nations initiatives such as the “Protect, Respect
and Remedy” Framework of the Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (i.e., Ruggie
Framework) provide an important foundation for corporate accountability to human rigts.
The Ruggie Framework is comprised of three pillars:18

1

2

3

State duty to protect against
human rights abuses by
third parties, including
business enterprises,
through appropriate policies,
regulation, and adjudication

Corporate responsibility to
respect human rights, which
means that business enterprises
should act with due diligence to
avoid infringing on the rights of
others and to address adverse
impacts with which they are
involved

Greater access by victims
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judicial and non-judicial

While the global system of human rights legal mechanisms are important for articulating
government responsibility and corporate accountability for human rights, at this historical
moment, they lack the teeth to enforce these principles, especially against powerful states
like the United States. However, in addition to these international legal mechanisms, the
human rights framework also provides people with the knowledge that everyone has
supplies methods that empower people to defend their human rights from the grassroots
and advocacy networks that connect and strengthen local movements. In the United States
today, organizations such as the National Economic and Social Rights Initiative, the Vermont
Workers’ Center, and the Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign, as well as everyday
people who are excluded from workers’ rights protections, are increasingly using the human
rights framework in creative ways to assert their economic, social, and cultural rights. By
employing human rights education, building diverse broad-based alliances, and organizing
targeted voter and consumer campaigns, local communities impacted by economic injustice
and corporations accountable to universal human rights standards.
workErs’ rIghts In thE unItEd statEs: a hIstory oF dIscrImInatIon and ExclusIon
In order to understand contemporary workers’ human rights struggles in the United States,
continually excluded people from equal rights protections in order to maintain a population
of exploitable workers. A historical perspective underscores how the people most vulnerable
to economic human rights violations today – people of color, women, Indigenous peoples,
same groups who were initially excluded from the U.S. Bill of Rights. Consideration of workers’
rights history in the United States is important because it reveals that economic injustice
today is the result of structural barriers created by centuries of racism, sexism, xenophobia,
homophobia, transphobia, and other forms of dehumanization, and exposes the false notion
that economic inequality is simply the result of individual failure in a neutral marketplace.
categories of people who can be more easily exploited for cheap labor and denied their
human rights to work and live in dignity.
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slavery and convict leasing: While slavery is rightly recognized for its role in shaping modern
U.S. race relations, its economic roots are often overlooked: African slavery was established
was necessary in justifying and maintaining slavery because it spread the belief that Blacks
th

Amendment to the U.S. Constitution,

was abolished, the desire for a cheap, exploitable workforce remained. Within three years of
emancipation, convict leasing – whereby incarcerated people were rented out by the state to
perform unpaid physical labor – developed in Georgia and soon spread throughout the South.
“sentences grew longer, the population became younger and almost entirely black, and the
number of people sentenced soared.”19 Convict leasing not only turned incarceration into
the primary means of re-enslaving Blacks,20
that in the post-slavery era, discriminatory laws could help maintain a supply of ideal workers:
people who are physically exploitable and politically powerless. During this era, these ideals
were held in racial and gendered terms, among others: as Black men were denied political
rights and channeled into incarceration to provide cheap labor, women – and Black women
in particular – were also legally excluded from political participation and restricted to the
domestic sphere to provide labor for little or no pay.
u.s. labor law Exclusions: One of the means through which a supply of exploitable workers
and gender discrimination in founding U.S. labor statutes. As part of what became known as
the “Second New Deal,” Congress passed the National Labor Relations Act in 1935, which
protected the rights of private sector employees to join trade unions and participate in
collective bargaining, and the Fair Labor Standards Act in 1938, which set maximum workweek
hours and a national minimum wage. However, in order to pass these bills, the support of
Southern Democrats was secured at a very high price: the guaranteed exclusion of agricultural
and domestic workers. In practice, with roughly 65 percent of African Americans working as
farmworkers or domestics at that time,21
women and prevented them from organizing for better wages and working conditions.
labor Importation: In the early 1940s, as large numbers of Black workers sought higher wages
in wartime industries in the North, employers in the South found themselves without their
usual supply of exploitable workers. Instead of raising wages to attract workers, they turned
to what had previously been a West Coast strategy of securing cheap labor: the importation
of immigrants of color. While states like California had long relied on Native American forced
labor and the importation of immigrants to maintain a steady supply of powerless workers –
including waves of Chinese, Japanese, Mexican, and Filipino workers – it was not until WWII
that the federal government implemented labor importation of immigrants on a national scale.
Although the Labor Importation Program was designed to be a temporary wartime measure,
Coast bracero22 program was terminated in 1964, more than 4.5 million contracts had been
granted to Mexican nationals.23 In the East, 66,000 workers from Jamaica, Barbados, and the
Workers’ Rights and Economic Justice in the United States: A Human Rights Perspective | 10

Bahamas were leased to the U.S. under the British West Indies (BWI) labor program between
1943 and 1947.24, 25 The BWI program was extended in various forms until 1977, and evolved
into the current H-2A visa program, which provides agricultural employers with temporary
immigrant “guest workers,” and the H-2B program, which provides guest workers to other
non-agricultural industries.
: Rooted in a long history of human slavery, incarceration, and importation,
demand for exploitable and politically powerless workers. Guest workers – who are
overwhelmingly workers of color from Latin America and Southeast Asia – often incur steep
recruitment fees and are legally prohibited from switching employers in the U.S., which
render them vulnerable to debt bondage. Guest workers and undocumented workers, as well
as formerly incarcerated workers and other politically disenfranchised people, are susceptible

60 percent of them were men.26 It is no coincidence that the U.S. industries with the highest
workers continue to be excluded from workers’ human rights protections and denied the right
workers – primarily women and transgender women of color – are dehumanized, criminalized,
and excluded from labor rights protections, which discourages them from reporting wage
theft, rape, and forced labor.
outdated labor laws, globalization, and the shift from manufacturing to service
Industries: If we are to understand slavery as an extreme along a spectrum representing
the absence of workers’ human rights,27 the changing nature of the U.S. economy has
pushed more workers towards this extreme by excluding them from labor rights protections
in practice. As industrial production has been transferred to overseas locations in this
era of corporate globalization, the U.S. economy has experienced a drastic shift from a
manufacturing-based economy to a service-based economy. However, when U.S. labor
statutes were passed in the 1930s, manufacturing was the foundation of the U.S. economy
worker schedules. As the U.S. has shifted to a service-based economy, however, labor laws
have not kept up. Today, these laws not only continue to exclude agricultural and domestic
schedules, and temporary work periods in settings with low worker-to-employer ratios –
the hallmarks of the modern service industry. As a result, the number of workers excluded
from labor rights protections in practice is rapidly growing,28 and now includes tipped-wage
workers, day laborers, taxi drivers, workfare workers,29 undocumented workers, and workers
in “right to work” states. Additionally, in 29 states, employers can legally discriminate
transgender people especially vulnerable to harassment at work,30 termination for union
organizing, and overall economic instability.
11
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A human rights framework is powerful because it asserts that people have the right to
organize and the right to decent wages and working conditions by virtue of their humanity,
even if they are excluded from these human rights by law or in practice. The principle of
universality establishes that human rights are inherent and belong to all people everywhere.
Therefore, the realization of these rights is also a matter of people’s willingness to defend
them and their ability to hold violators accountable.
From ExclusIon to mobIlIzatIon: dEployIng thE human rIghts FramEwork In thE
unItEd statEs
The human rights framework provides movements a common ground for building broad
alliances and new strategies and mechanisms of holding corporations, governments, and
private actors accountable to human rights standards. While the following examples of human
rights activism by low-wage workers in the food industry represent just a small fraction of
advocacy defending the human right to decent work, they help demonstrate how grassroots
movements are asserting workers’ human rights and advancing economic justice in the United
States.
The Coalition of Immokalee Workers
(CIW) The human right to decent work guarantees that
all people have the right to form trade unions. However,
because farmworkers are excluded from most U.S.
labor statutes, they are denied their human right to join
unions and bargain collectively with their employers.31

CIW: Human Rights Education through Popular
Theater | Photo credit: Laura Emiko
Soltis © 2013

farmworkers to defend their rights to fair wages and
safe working conditions. The 2000-2001 National
Agricultural Workers Survey found that farmworkers’
average income was $10,000-$12,50032 and only eight
percent of workers had an employer health plan, despite
their dangerous working conditions of extended sun and
pesticide exposure. Until recently, farmworkers earned
40-45 cents for every 32 pound bucket in Florida’s
1978. At this rate, workers had to pick 125 buckets a
day, or two tons of tomatoes, to earn $50.33 This severe
poverty, coupled with farmworkers’ exclusion from
U.S. labor rights protections, has made farmworkers
vulnerable to other extreme abuse and other human
rights violations, such as slavery.
Since 1997, the U.S. Department of Justice has
prosecuted seven cases of farmworker slavery in Florida,
leading to the liberation of more than 1,200 workers
from forced labor.34
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Since 1997, the
U.S. Department
of Justice has
prosecuted
seven cases of
farmworker slavery
in Florida, leading
to the liberation of
more than 1,200
workers from forced
labor.34

Excluded from labor laws and earning sub-poverty
wages, farmworkers in Florida follow the annual
harvest along the East Coast migrant stream. In
addition, they come from diverse racial and linguistic
backgrounds in their Afro-Caribbean, Latino, and
indigenous Mayan communities, and have high rates
of illiteracy. Thus, even if farmworkers’ human rights
to join unions were respected, their membership
would be constantly changing, vulnerable to racial
divisions, and face immense challenges to basic
communication. Despite these obstacles, farmworkers
in Immokalee, Florida, began organizing in the early
1990s and employed popular education methods to

by their own organizing traditions in Haiti, Guatemala,
and Mexico, and inspired by the teachings of Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr., the farmworkers began to embrace
the language of human rights to educate themselves and unite across their racial and ethnic

However, early strategies targeting grower associations – which aimed to negotiate with
workers and end crew leader abuse, sexual harassment, and wage theft – fell short, as growers

began targeting the huge food corporations that buy the tomatoes they pick and building
alliances with consumers. Not only did these corporations have the power to implement
human rights standards throughout their supply chain (as many did with animal rights
standards), but also, their immense purchasing power resulting from massive consolidation
35
Perhaps most
importantly, even if these corporations did not care about farmworker rights, they cared
greatly if consumers associated their multi-billion dollar brand image with slavery and abuse.
Starting in 2001, the CIW initiated the Campaign for Fair Food, a human rights campaign that
targeted corporate buyers of tomatoes – fast food restaurants, food service companies, and
the supermarkets – with three demands in their “Fair Food Agreement,” which requires a
corporation to: 1) pay a penny more per pound of tomatoes they buy, which would respect
farmworkers’ human right to fair wages, 2) implement a third-party human rights monitoring
mechanism to enforce a zero-tolerance policy for slavery in their supply chains, and 3) respect
farmworker participation in all levels of implementation of the human rights agreement.
Central to the Campaign for Fair Food was CIW’s philosophy, “Consciousness + Commitment
= Change.” Building consciousness required the continuous education and empowerment of
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workers and the movement’s growing network of consumer allies. A human rights framework
was essential in establishing solidarity among farmworkers and their diverse ally community
of students, people of faith, and food justice advocates. Commitment was instilled through
powerful and creative protest actions at targets’ corporate headquarters, which communicated
were responsible for – farmworkers’ exploitation. By 2012, the CIW had successfully secured
Fair Food Agreements with 11 major corporations.36 In 2010, faced with immense pressure
from their buyers, 90 percent of Florida tomato growers37 signed on to CIW’s Fair Food
Program to pass down the penny more per pound from buyers directly to workers (increasing
workers’ wages up to 70 percent), implement a human rights code-of-conduct including a
zero tolerance policy for forced labor and sexual assault, and a worker-based education and
complaint resolution mechanism. Thus, even though farmworkers were and continue to be
excluded from U.S. labor rights protections, they have been able to successfully defend their
human rights to decent work and freedom from forced labor by building a diverse, broadbased movement of workers and consumer allies. In this way, they have been able to hold
corporations accountable to human rights standards throughout their supply chains.
Restaurant Opportunities Center
(ROC) The restaurant industry is the largest private
employer in the U.S. economy, employing more than 12
million workers. Because of the immensity of the U.S.
food industry, victories for food chain workers are crucial
in setting workers’ human rights standards in other
middle class.

ROC: Protesting for Paid Sick Days and
Raised Tipped Wage | Photo credit: Laura
Emiko Soltis © 2013

The restaurant industry, despite generating more than
$1.7 trillion in revenue in recent years, systematically
violates the human right to fair wages. In 2009, the
average annual income for restaurant workers was
$15,092, while the average for private sector workers
was $45,155, 38 and seven of the top ten lowest-paid
occupations in the U.S. are restaurant occupations.39
These low wages are the result of outdated labor
laws that have contributed to the industry’s low
1% unionization rate, as well powerful corporate
lobbying by the National Restaurant Association
(NRA), which has helped freeze the federal tipped
minimum wage at $2.13 for the past twenty-two
years. While many states have passed laws raising the
tipped minimum wage above the sub-poverty federal
level, 18 states – primarily in the South – have not.
Because these lowest paying, tipped-wage positions
disproportionately impact women and workers of
color, human rights violations impacting tipped
workers are also matters of gender justice and racial
justice.
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Women make up roughly half of restaurant workers, but they make up two-thirds of restaurant
workers earning the $2.13 minimum wage.40 Among tipped servers, women are paid 68 percent
of what men are paid. Black women servers are paid 60 percent of the wage paid to their male
counterparts – over a working lifetime, this inequality adds up to over $400,000.41
Racial discrimination in hiring and segregation between front-of-house and back-of-house
the wage their white co-workers are paid.42
Corporate restaurant chains not only rely on the public to subsidize their workers’ poverty
wages through tips, but they also place the public at risk by denying workers paid sick days.
The denial of paid sick leave violates the human rights to healthy working conditions and
to days of rest, and it also endangers public health. The U.S. remains the only industrialized
country that does not require employers to provide paid sick days or protect workers from
43
As a result, nearly 90% of restaurant workers are
denied even a single paid sick day to recover from an illness or provide care for a sick child,
and two thirds of restaurant workers report preparing or serving food while sick.
In response to these numerous violations of the human right to decent work, workers centers
such as the Restaurant Opportunities Center (ROC) have helped organize restaurant workers
to defend their human rights. ROC empowers workers through workplace justice campaigns
and leadership development, educates consumers with a “Diners Guide” to hold corporate
restaurant chains accountable to workers’ rights standards, and conducts participatory
research to support public policies that protect workers’ human rights at state and federal
levels. In addition to recently participating in the Universal Periodic Review process to report
on U.S. violations of the right to decent work, ROC is currently mobilizing worker and public
support at the national level to pass the Healthy Families Act, which would respect the human
right to days of rest and establish a federal earned sick day standard, and the Miller-Harkin
Fair Minimum Wage Act, which would respect the human right to fair wages and an adequate
standard of living by raising the federal minimum wage to $10.10 and link the tipped
minimum wage to 70 percent of the regular minimum wage.
Raising the minimum wage to $10.10 by 2015 would raise the wages of nearly 30 million
workers44 and lift six million workers out of poverty.45 It would also alleviate gender wage gap
and racial disparities, as 66 percent of minimum wage workers are women and 60 percent are
people of color.46
The human right to fair wages that ensure people an existence worthy of human dignity is
not simply an ethical ideal – the U.S. has an obligation under international law to respect,
Government accountable to these human rights obligations through collective mobilization
at the grassroots and in international arenas has the power to improve wages and working
conditions, reduce poverty, and advance economic justice here at home.
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ImprovIng workErs’ human rIghts: rEcommEndatIons For govErnmEnt and
corporatIons
people’s full spectrum of human rights. Below are several concrete recommendations that
both government and corporations can follow to improve workers’ human rights in the United
States.
government
Ratify the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights
Establish a National Human Rights Institution (NHRI) to oversee the implementation
of human rights protections, strengthen local human rights bodies, and educate local,
advance opportunity and equality at the local level47
Hold corporations accountable to the Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights
to protect people from human rights violations by corporations
Update outdated U.S. labor statutes so they adequately protect workers’ human rights
in industrial and service industries and expand protections to include all currently
excluded workers, including farmworkers and domestic workers
Raise both the minimum wage and tipped minimum wage to living wage standards that
healthcare
Respect the human right to days of rest and protect public health by passing the
Healthy Families Act, which would require employers to provide earned sick days
Pass the Employment Non-Discrimination Act (ENDA) to protect lesbian, gay, bisexual,
and transgender people’s human rights to be free from discrimination at work
Eliminate questions about former arrests or convictions from employment or public
assistance applications to end cycles of unemployment and homelessness
Promote corporate responsibility by requiring corporations to implement workers’
human rights standards to qualify for government assistance, tax incentives, or other
corporations
Adopt Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights
Educate employees and contractors on the human right to decent work
Respect the human rights of employees and individuals in communities where business
operates
Implement supply chain codes of conduct with independent monitoring and worker
participation
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human rIghts as a call to actIon
None of the above recommendations will be realized without an informed public that is
mobilized and committed to actively holding government, corporations and private actors
accountable. Advancing human rights and economic justice in the United States requires
everyday people to:

1
2
3
4

recognize injustice: Economic inequality, poverty, and poor working conditions
are not the result of individual failure. They are a result of policies and structures
results when everyone’s human rights are respected.48
learn and assert human rights: Asserting civil rights are important, but they are
limited to protecting people from some forms of discrimination. Human rights
education empowers people to assert their full spectrum of human rights. It allows
all of us to hold government at all levels, corporations, and all organs of society
to a higher standard to promote and respect people’s political, civil, economic,
social, and cultural rights. These include the rights to decent work, health, and an
adequate standard of living.49
build alliances: Employing a human rights language enables diverse groups to
create bonds of solidarity based on their shared humanity and to recognize how
their struggles intersect. Alliances strengthen grassroots movements and are
necessary to overcome “divide and conquer” strategies of powerful interests.50
Engage in collective action: Collective actions with clear targets and goals can
lead to change by helping to hold human rights violators accountable. Collective
actions that are documented and disseminated amplify the voices of those most

“

general public. A public informed about economic human rights violations can
help put pressure on government to enact policies that respect economic rights,
and support businesses that respect workers’ rights to organize, fair wages, and
safe working conditions throughout their supply chains.51

If there is no struggle, there is no progress.”

-Frederick Douglass
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