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Floor Report S.40 Minimum Wage


Madam Speaker:


May I speak to the underlying bill, as well as the amendment? (You may)


Thank you. Members, in your email, you will find the fiscal note prepared in February for the 
Senate.  There are a few copies available at the Page table. Also, on our committee’s 
homepage, you will find links to the summer study committee report, which includes our state 
economist’s report, and two presentations, one from our legislative counsel, and, and one from 
Deb Brighton, an economist used quite often by the state when studying the affordability and 
the benefits we offer to those at the bottom of the economic ladder when they need them.


Madam Speaker, when we think about the minimum wage, and its effects on Vermonters, we 
have to approach it from a point of view that makes us uncomfortable, and one that many of us 
cannot imagine, unless we listen. We have to ask hard questions.


I can start by simply asking, “What is life like on the lowest rung of our economic ladder?” And, 
“how can we help these Vermonters find a hand up to help them climb the ladder we would all 
like to believe is there for them?”


We know that work is a way up the ladder.


It is, after all, a constant refrain in this building: People need Jobs. Good jobs. Good paying 
jobs.


The next step is acknowledging that there will always be thousands — thousands — of 
Vermonters living on minimum wage. Increasing the minimum wage today won’t end that. It 
won’t end poverty. It won’t appreciably narrow the wage gap, either.


But it is worth asking -  how will an increase in pay help folks with their housing, healthcare, 
daycare, nutrition, transportation, opportunities to advance, inclusion in society, access to 
those in power? 


How are poor minorities treated?


How are poor women, or poor single mothers, treated?


How are young men and women leaving high school treated when they enter the job market?


How are adults and seniors treated when they have to take a job, any job, in order to make 
ends meet?


And on the other side of the coin, how will those small businesses we love to support make 
ends meet?


And how will those large service businesses, who have treated low wage workers so poorly for 
the last generation or two, treating them as disposable, how will they treat their employees 
when they have to pay more? 


Will they share the spoils of the largest tax cut for businesses we’ve seen in a generation? 


Do they have hope? Will they find meaningful work that provides dignity? Or will they find a 
scut job because that’s what’s out there for them?
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No matter what we do, there will always be people at the top of a list, and people at the 
bottom. And if we look around, we will see that we always live among those that we who make 
less than us -- grocery cashiers, gas station attendants, substitute teachers, retail workers. As 
the economy has changed over the years, we have turned to low wage, or poverty wage, 
workers to make the things around us work.


And at the same time, we have raised the bar and made it more difficult for people at this 
income scale. We have seen rents rise, heating assistance cut and then restored, Medicaid 
benefits limited and care subsidies lessened, we’ve seen no increase in transportation 
investment that would help families without cars, attacks on public education, limited access to 
justice in the courts…


And so on.


It seems for every attempt to create benevolent benefits, there is ingrained malevolence built in 
making it hard to take advantage of these benefits. We try to tilt the playing field toward the 
people who have the least, and then inevitably it levels back to those who have most.


Madam Speaker, we say, all the time, that Vermont is an expensive place to live. I would posit 
that every place is expensive when you are working in a low wage job, especially if you have 
children, need a car, carry consumer and student debt and can’t make ends meet.


Madam Speaker, when we do our work on legislation, we usually focus on the changes being 
proposed within a particular statute and don’t spend much attention on the context of where 
they sit. In the case of Minimum Wage, and in S.40, we look at the section that changes the 
amount of the minimum wage and the dates upon which they go to that level. We talk about 
when it should go up by 25 cents and what the number should be on what date.


What we don’t see, unless we look, is the first section of the statute, written in 1957, and that is 
Section 381, the Declaration of Policy. We do this throughout statute, and these declarations 
serve as an anchor for our policy, and remind us what the intent was when we passed that 
language.


Madam Speaker, may I read from our minimum wage statute? (You may)


Madam Speaker, Title 21, Section 381, is entitled “Declaration of Policy”, and it says:


It is the declared public policy of the State of Vermont that workers employed in any 
occupation should receive wages sufficient to provide adequate maintenance and to protect 
their health, and to be fairly commensurate with the value of the services rendered.


“Sufficient to provide Adequate maintenance and to protect their health…”


Adequate maintenance is a legal term, which is primarily used today with immigration 
requirements, which can be defined most easily by saying that it is the amount of assets or 
income required to maintain a family unit. The closest corollary we have today is what we call 
the “Basic Needs Budget,” a document prepared by our Joint Fiscal Office that lays out in 
detail what it takes, financially, to live in the State of Vermont. And these details include the 
cost of rent, utilities, food, insurance, transportation and other common expenses save for debt 
— consumer or student.


So, right at the beginning of this report, I’ll ask you to remember why we have this 
conversation: it is the declared public policy of this state that workers in ANY occupation 
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receive wages sufficient to provide adequate maintenance and to protect their health, and to 
be fairly commensurate with the value of the services rendered.


In other words, the State of Vermont believes that employees should be paid a wage that 
allows them to live here, and to maintain their health, and considers this to be a minimum 
wage.


Background 

So, Madam Speaker, what is the minimum wage, and who works for this amount of money?


On January 1, 2018, the minimum wage was increased to $10.50 an hour. Let’s put that into 
different numbers. You will hear me say these words often today, because we should always 
keep in context how this conversation was shaped by numerical assumptions.


When I talk about annual salaries at this level, the numbers are based on assumptions, and 
they are a 40 hour work week for 52 weeks a year, which is a generous assumption if you know 
that minimum wage jobs do not usually come in that size. In fact, most minimum wage jobs are 
structured in a way that prevents those workers from getting any benefits from the employer, 
and in a way that forces those workers to seek government-sponsored benefits. It is generous 
because, in order to work 40, or 50, or 60 hours, a worker will need to have two or three jobs. 
And even if a worker who makes minimum wage could work more than 40 hours in one job, it 
is unlikely that the worker would make time and a half, as most low-wage jobs are exempted 
from paying time and a half in Vermont.


At $10.50 an hour, 40 hours a week and 52 weeks a year, a worker would make $420 a week 
and $21,840 a year. If that wage earner were single, they would be at 180% of the Federal 
Poverty Level. If they were the primary earner in the household, with one child, that would 
represent 133% of the FPL, and with two children, that would represent 105% of the Federal 
Poverty Level.


Currently, it is estimated that about 25,500 jobs — or 8.5% of all jobs in Vermont — will be at 
the recently increased minimum wage of $10.50.


Where are those jobs? in gas stations, general stores, food markets, warehouses, clothing 
stores, health and personal care stores, restaurants, apparel manufacturing, retailers, 
nonprofits, social services, child care, elder care and large food product manufacturing, among 
others.


And who works at these jobs? If you listen to the conventional wisdom, it’s just teenagers, and 
it is just a training wage. There is an assumption, and it’s a dangerous assumption, that those 
who receive the minimum wage just need to wait and to work and to show some drive and 
gumption and pay their dues and they will soon be receiving a raise — but only if it doesn’t 
affect their government-derived benefits. And these wages don’t increase as quickly as we 
might have expected in the recent past, when low unemployment meant much higher wages. 
There is low unemployment now, but while there has been an increase in wages, it is lower 
than historical norms because these are not manufacturing jobs. We have service jobs at this 
wage now, and those wages just don’t seem to be on the rise at all. 


In fact, less than 15% of all minimum wage workers are teenagers. 45% of all minimum wage 
workers are over 40, and the average age is 38. 56% of minimum wage workers are women, 
22% have children, 62% of them work full-time, and, looking ahead, 24% of all workers who 
make $15 an hour or less today have earned college degrees.
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And those who work for a poverty wage and have families make 55% of their family’s income.


$10.50 an hour is a poverty wage. Anyone working at this level, esp. those who work in jobs 
where there is no upward movement, or built-in raises, can not live easily in Vermont and 
require an investment from all of us in order to provide the supports needed to survive.


A poverty wage does not, as Vermont states as a public policy, provide adequate maintenance. 
All of the things we know help with health, and lower Medicaid costs, and better educational 
outcomes — including less stress, less work hours, better food, better child care — are not as 
accessible to those working on a poverty wage. And the benefits we provide end far sooner 
along the wage range than you think. It can be said that, at the current level of minimum wage, 
that benefits already begin to taper off.


About the $15 wage 

And so, here we are, with S.40, proposing to raise the minimum wage to $15 an hour by 2024. 
Four and a half dollars, over six years. But before we delve into the impacts of this raise, let’s 
talk about more numbers. If we do nothing today, the minimum wage will be $12.16/hour in 
2024. That would be the inflationary raise based on the Consumer Price Index, and the inflation 
adjusted value would be $10.50/hour.


Nominally, therefore, a raise to $15 would be a 25% raise over the current minimum wage. How 
did we get that? Simple: the raise is from $12.16/hour — what it would have been — to $15/
hour.


And, to match the numbers we talked of earlier, $15/hour — which sounds like a lot, right? —
$15/hour at 40 hours a week would be $600, and for 52 weeks a year would be $31,200, or 
roughly $20,000 a year below the median wage, which would also come close to a Basic 
Needs Wage for a couple.


$15/hour is a better than poverty wage for a wage earner with a couple of children.


S.40 proposes to make the minimum wage rise over six years. By the time it reaches its 
prescribed peak, it will apply to over 65,000 jobs, or nearly 20% of all jobs in Vermont.


We concurred with the Senate that taking six years to reach $15/hour was reasonable, and that 
this pace, while slower than many would like to see, was feasible for businesses large and 
small to adjust to, and it would certainly provide a more stable known — a known known — 
than utility costs, energy costs, possible federal tax changes. Those are true unknowns.


Estimating the Impact 

Madam Speaker, we will hear a lot about the perceived negative impacts of raising the 
minimum wage, esp. on businesses, especially small businesses. Here are more quick 
numbers: 78% of all businesses in Vermont employ fewer than ten people, the next 12%, up to 
90%, employ up to 20 employees. All these businesses, though, account for just 30% of all 
employees. The top .1% of all businesses, which employ at least 500 employees, account for 
nearly 15% of all employees, and the 9.9% left of businesses between 20-500 employees 
account for the rest. 
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We heard three major fears, or concerns. These fears, or concerns, have been echoed in every 
state and every city that has raised their minimum wage: Raising wages will cause the poor to 
lose jobs, or will put small businesses on the brink of failure; Raising wages will require an 
increase in costs; and if wages are too expensive, businesses will move to mechanize and 
force low wage workers out of their jobs. These concerns have been heard in every state 
house, and I am sure you will hear them today.


We took testimony from business organizations, among the largest in the state, who support 
raising the wage. We heard from business organizations, among the largest in the state, that 
opposed raising the wage, insisting that prices would go up, that the life of the small business 
was at risk, and that it might lead to mechanization. Some very sharp retailers testified how the 
higher wage would hurt them, to be sure, and it was hard to contemplate the loss of these 
downtown businesses.


But returning to a place, in this case Seattle, we found that the same fears they expressed 
were expressed there as well, and now, some time later, these fears have been dismissed. They 
have been balanced out with cost savings related to turnover, for instance. Businesses know 
that when employees leave, there is a cost to hiring a new one. Onboarding and training, 
learning and development time, and the loss of productivity while the job was unfilled are all 
expenses that were diminished when employees were paid a higher wage. According to a 
study by the Economic Policy Institute, for every 10% increase in the minimum wage resulted 
in a 2.2% drop in turnover. They found that productivity and efficiency improved, wage 
compression was minimal, prices increased less than 2% and a worker’s increased spending 
power translated into higher consumer demand.


EPI also found that “job loss” was not a reason to postpone wage increases. They wrote that 
concern over job loss was really about total hours of work. No matter how many times a 
worker may change jobs, or have to work more than one, or be forced to work less hours, the 
reality is that workers with fewer hours at a higher wage were still coming out ahead.


With respect to the concern about what happens on the border, a recent news report showed 
how New Hampshire businesses along the Connecticut River were paying as much or more for 
low wage work as Vermont, Maine and Massachusetts, because they knew they would not be 
able to keep their employees at a minimum wage that is $3.25 less that Vermont’s. The 
competition for these jobs is completely different than for higher wage ones, and in this case, 
Vermont is coming out on top.


And so, in these circumstances, it is clear that businesses will need to adjust, but all 
indications are that they can, especially after the increase was slowed to six years. We know 
that businesses can and do adjust to all kinds of circumstances, and what they want is 
predictability. This increase is predictable, and reliable, and can be planned for. And when 
many -- but not all -- small businesses realized that the increase was spread over six years 
rather than immediately, which was not proposed, they relaxed and realized they could work 
with it over time. 


There is also a worry about the benefits, but again, all indications are that Vermonters at this 
wage scale will not lose net benefits, and that S.40 asks that anyone who sees a potential loss 
in child care benefits because of a raise be held harmless by increasing the child care subsidy 
at the same rate.


And finally, a word about services that are provided by agencies and organizations funded by 
the state. We know that these agencies and organizations are having a hard time finding and 
retaining employees at the low wages they offer. Their budgets are tight, and they rely on some 
funding that will not increase at the same rate as this raise, and we are of two minds, one of 



�  of �6 9

worry, and one of confidence that employees who are paid more are more efficient and happier 
in their work, and less likely to leave. Today, with trouble filling jobs and high turnover, these 
organizations are paying replacement costs that they shouldn’t have to, and wouldn’t if they 
retained more of their employees.  


What is important to remember, and shown in the research done by Deb Brighton in the Benefit 
Cliffs study, is that there there will be a net gain to state revenues as incomes rise and the need 
for benefits fall, and these gains can and should be reinvested into the provision of more and 
better services for those who need them most.


Words of the People 

It is easy for us, when discussing bills like this, to sometimes forget that we are working for the 
citizens -- the people --  of Vermont. And by the time we get a bill like this to the floor, we 
forget how people are going to be affected by legislation, in this case, the minimum wage. And, 
in this case, it seems easier to forget the Vermonters who don’t have a consistent voice in this 
building.


And, in this case, especially, I think we need to hear from Vermonters. Vermonters who 
travelled to Montpelier on the evening of April 5 to share their stories about the difficulties of 
living on these poverty wages. They travelled here from Waitsfield, Fletcher, Guilford, 
Lyndonville, Johnson, Bakersfield, St. Albans, Northfield, Burlington, South Burlington, 
Newfane, Barre, Strafford, Middlebury, Bridport, Montpelier, Alburgh, Richmond and 
Bennington.


Madam Speaker, may I read short selections from the testimony of these Vermonters? (You 
may)


[EDIT THESE][read bold material] 

(Ann Zimmerman from Guilford) You mostly go to the thrift store when you need things, and 
you forgo an awful lot. But it's the difference between standing in the health and beauty 
aids section of the supermarket and wondering whether you should buy toothpaste or 
laundry soap or actually being able to purchase both of those essential things when you 
need them. It means if you are super careful, you can mostly get your monthly bills paid 
without getting too far behind, instead of spending night after sleepless night trying to figure 
out how to rob Peter to pay Paul. 


I want to acknowledge that I benefited from programs like 3-squares VT and home heating 
assistance for a time, while I was eligible, and I greatly appreciated that they were there for us. I 
was also really glad when I could largely survive without those things, and I think most people 
would much rather do that. 


(Brenda Siegel, Newfane) I am the recipient of Food Stamps, section 8 housing, fuel assistance 
and Medicaid. Some have said we shouldn’t raise the minimum wage because of the “benefits 
cliff” issue. However, this cliff is a problem today and keeping a sub-livable wage does not 
protect those of us who receive benefits, it just prevents us from having a way out.  

I believe that it is with the best intentions that people are afraid to raise the wage out of fear 
that people like me will lose our benefits, but, I am here to tell you that while that problem is 
very real, it is real now, today and was real when the wage was lower as well. It is a separate 
issue that certainly intersects with wage increase, but, it should not prevent any legislators 
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from voting yes as these bills come before you. We should be fixing the problem of the benefits 
cliff by properly funding our benefits programs so people like me are not held back from taking 
raises, promotions, or more hours. 


(Anonymous) According to my current resume, I've worked six various full and part-time jobs 
these past nine months.

Yet of these six jobs, only two have provided a starting wage over the current state minimum of 
$10.50/hr., and one offered a starting salary equating to an hourly wage over the proposed 
minimum wage of $15/hr.


This person shared her budget with us, and after rent, food, transportation and health care, she 
and her spouse had $80 left over, and she said:


This $80 does not come even close to sufficiently enabling us to pay down our student 
loans, allow us to save for a home or retirement, or even allow us to hope, someday, that 
we might be able to afford to bring children into our family. 

My spouse and I are actually working well over 80 hours a week between us. We are very 
grateful to have employee health

care coverage, but the number of part-time positions we cobble together to attempt to make 
ends meet hinders our attempts to make a decent life for ourselves.


(Jubilee McGill) After the birth of their child, one woman shared, she dealt with postpartum 
depression and could not go back to work quickly. She said: To make up for the loss of my 
income, my husband began to work six days a week quite regularly, and his eight-hour days 
often stretched into nine or ten hours. It was impossible to build up any sort of savings, so the 
day after we came home from the hospital my husband returned to work. We could only afford 
for him to miss three days for the birth of our children.


We have this narrative in our society that people need to pull themselves up by their own boot 
straps, but I can tell you it is impossible to enact positive change in your life unless you have 
hope. And now we have an amazing opportunity to give hope to over 80,000 of our most 
vulnerable citizens, to help them break the chains that have bound far too many generations of 
Vermonters to poverty.


(Kayla Kirkland) I could work 34 hrs and 45 minutes but if I got to 35 hours and they had to give 
me full time benefits.

I was often working a 8-4 weekday shift by myself. Since there was no one to take over, I could 
not take any of the breaks I was entitled to.


(Matthew LaFleur, Alburgh) I have experienced working poverty wages myself at several jobs, 
both as a fast food worker and as an early childhood educator. I have worked at McDonalds 
and Walmart for years, for long hours and for low pay - a large corporation that could afford to 
pay all of its workers a livable wage. I've also worked at the Green Mountain Children Center in 
Essex Junction. The owners are great people who put their community first. However, like most 
childcare centers, they pay a minimum wage. 


Making the minimum wage is embarrassing, and I am struggling. I struggle to cover my 
bills and rent each month. Not knowing if I can make it through the month with enough money 
to buy food is very troubling.
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I have an intellectual disability. I have personally been underpaid because of this. We 
have to protect people with disabilities. Like everyone, we want to live independently and 
with dignity.  

People working full time should be able to pay their rent, their heating bills, and buy food. 
People need a livable wage to support themselves and not have to work 2-3 jobs.


(Anonymous) I've made the decision to jump over the "Benefits Cliff." This means that I 
make too much to qualify for Medicaid. The gross income/year cutoff is $16,500 - I can't work 
full time, even at minimum wage, and afford to receive the medical care I need. I don't qualify 
for food stamps, heating assistance, or any of the other patchwork programs this legislature 
has put in place to help low-income people. It seems ridiculous that I've had to make the 
choice between working harder and staying healthy, fed, and warm. 


If I made a living wage, my life would be different. There would be small changes. I would 
sleep on a bed, not the floor. I would eat three meals a day, not one and a half. There 
would be big changes, too. I would carry health insurance and monitor the imbalances in my 
endocrine system that affect my mood, my weight, and even my fertility. It is impossible to pull 
yourself up by your bootstraps if you can't afford the boots..


Conclusion 

A week or two ago, I read something about equity that really stuck with me. The writer, Vu Le, 
was talking about fairness versus justice. Humans are hard-wired to be fair. If we listen to one 
side of the argument, we want to listen to the other side. If we give a cookie to Susie, we 
should give one to Sam. It is very hard for us to treat people unequally. It feels wrong.


But what if Sam already has plenty of cookies? What if Susie hasn’t eaten today and she 
doesn’t need a cookie, she needs a sandwich? This is where justice comes in. Justice means 
recognizing that the two sides are not equal in power or in need. Historically, workers can only 
improve their lot through collective effort. And for low-wage workers, the minimum wage IS the 
collective effort.


In this body, we must be fair, but we must also be just. We must acknowledge that low-wage 
workers have very little power in the workplace, and that tens of thousands of Vermonters work 
in low wage jobs. We must also acknowledge that there are employers who, even though it can 
be challenging and difficult to find people to fill these jobs, do not wish to raise wages, or do 
not feel able to do so. We must acknowledge that organizations can raise prices or find 
competitive advantage where workers cannot.


It is fair to understand the concerns of those who have fears about the wage. But it is also fair 
to recognize that tens of thousands of Vermonters cannot provide adequate maintenance and 
protect their health on the wages they receive. 


Madam Speaker, we cannot do our jobs effectively without courage, and courage includes 
doing what is right even when it goes against what might be seen as fair. We must have the 
courage to tilt the playing field - the smallest amount, as slowly as possible - toward the 
lowest-paid workers who make up such a large part of Vermont’s economy. We must have the 
courage to be “unfair” - and the courage to give these workers the best chance up the 
economic ladder.


And now to the bill:
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READ SUMMARY


We had 78 Witnesses. READ WITNESSES


Madam Speaker, the vote out of your General, Housing and Military Affairs Committee was 
7-4-0, and we ask for your support.


