
Let the People Vote on Minimum Wage
By: Paul D. Craney
Posted: January 14, 2014
Taunton Daily Gazette & Fall River Herald News

When Massachusetts is compared to other states, we continue to receive low marks for economic
competitiveness, which is partly because of the extremely high cost of doing business here. In
2013, CNBC ranked Massachusetts 47th out of 50 in their "cost of doing business" annual
survey.

Additionally, Massachusetts' unemployment rate recently rose higher than the national rate for
the first time in years. Couple these problems with the looming disaster of the Affordable Care
Act (Obamacare) rollout and the anticipated increase to the state minimum wage, and businesses
across Massachusetts are facing significant challenges just to keep their doors open.

The Massachusetts State Senate recently voted to increase the minimum wage from $8 per hour
to $11 and tie future increases to the rate of inflation. While the federal minimum wage rate is set
at $7.25, Massachusetts' rate is already above the federal level. The House is expected to take up
the issue soon.

The debate over raising the rates for the minimum wage continues to draw more emotion than
facts. Advocates for an increase see the issue as a matter of fairness and often argue based on the
concept of a "living wage."

Despite perceptions that minimum wage workers are working 40 hours a week, 52 weeks a year,
a majority of minimum wage workers are teenagers entering the workforce, not adults trying to
raise a family. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), 21 percent of hourly employed
teenagers earn minimum wage or less compared with about 3 percent of workers age 25 and
over. Of this small percentage of adults earning minimum wage or less, 94 percent also have a
spouse that works as well. Many studies show that increasing the minimum wage actually
reduces jobs and does not reduce poverty levels. Additionally, nearly two-thirds of minimum
wage earners receive a raise in their first year of employment.

The New York Times twice editorialized against a minimum wage rate increase in 1987.
Locally, in 1995, Governor Bill Weld urged the Massachusetts House not to raise the minimum
wage and cautioned, "At a time when we are struggling to reduce the high cost of doing business
in Massachusetts, the minimum wage increase would make Massachusetts less competitive and
more susceptible to job poaching by other states."

In addition, last year the Boston Business Journal cast the debate in the following terms:
"Regulate something and you get less of it. Regulate minimum wage jobs and you'll get fewer of
them. Massachusetts should shelve minimum wage hikes for the sake of the tens of thousands
who can't find a job." An increase to the minimum wage essentially removes the first rung on a
ladder for less-skilled workers while making the cost of doing business more expensive for our
state.



While I hope lawmakers will oppose an increase to the minimum wage, state unions are heavily
invested in this debate and some lawmakers are receptive to their demands. According to a
Heritage Foundation study, raising the minimum wage increases the cost of hiring unskilled
workers, which makes hiring skilled union workers more attractive and could raise their wages
by 20 percent to 40 percent. As a result, non-union low-skilled workers' earnings actually fall
due to reduced working hours and fewer job opportunities. For those lawmakers who are facing
state union pressure, they have an opportunity to avoid this controversial vote during an election
year.

When voters head to the polls in November, they should anticipate a ballot question on
increasing the minimum wage to $10.50 an hour with future increases tied to the rate of inflation.
A group associated with labor organizations has put the minimum wage increase on the ballot
and similar efforts are on several other state ballots. Our ballot question, compared to other
states, is the highest rate in the country, even higher than other "dark blue" states such as Illinois
and Maryland.

While the Senate did pass a rate that is higher than the ballot question, House leaders are
considering their own version. For lawmakers that are indebted to the unions, they would be
better off letting the voters decide come November. Let the people vote, and for the sake of the
jobless across Massachusetts, let them vote it down.
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