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Time to Bargain, Say New York’s Domestic Workers

Domestic workers are specifically denied bargaining rights under New York state’s labor law, but
childcare givers, housekeepers, and elder care workers gathered today in downtown Manhattan to
begin a campaign to change that.

Domestic Workers United, which has 4,000 members in the New York City area, scored a
pioneering victory when the governor signed a Domestic Workers’ Bill of Rights into law August
31.

The law, which will go into effect at the end of November, provides the approximately 200,000
domestic workers in New York state with protections that most workers take for granted, including overtime pay after 40
hours, workers compensation insurance, and a guaranteed day off each week.

“We’re finally getting the recognition and respect we deserve,” said Brontie Scott, a nanny and DWU member. “But we have a
really long way to go.”

Most domestic workers are the only employee in their workplace, and they usually have no formal work agreement with their
employers, making traditional collective bargaining a difficult proposition.

DWU released a report on prospects for bargaining among domestic workers today, backed up by a survey of 500 domestic
workers detailing their working conditions. It lands four days ahead of a deadline for a study on the same questions to be
released by the state.

DWU’s report revealed long hours, low pay, lack of sick leave, and instability of employment, all of which the workers say
make a strong case for collective bargaining rights. Domestic workers have no recourse if they are fired for concerted activity.

Scott cited her experience of broken promises and docked pay by employers who “misled and lied” to her. She described being
fired with 15 minutes’ notice and being promised vacation only to have her employer “forget” their verbal agreement.

“It’s like you are captive and have no control over your own life,” Scott said.

Working alone in their employers’ homes means that domestic workers suffer “isolation, informality, and invisibility,” said
DWU’s Priscilla Gonzalez.

Gonzalez said they want to be included in the law “to be able to try out different models of coming together as a bargaining
unit.” They are particularly looking at organizing by neighborhood.

DWU is asking the state’s Public Employee Relations Board, which also handles private sector labor issues, to designate
which bargaining units are appropriate, “whether on the basis of geography, type of domestic labor, or other criteria.”

It’s unclear what the state is likely to recommend.

Historically, domestic workers were excluded from federal labor law in a 1930s deal with Southern senators who wouldn’t
vote for the National Labor Relations Act unless farm workers and domestic workers—at that time mostly African
American—were left out. The New York law mirrors the national law in that it also excludes farm workers.

The DWU report, done in cooperation with the Urban Justice Center, is called “Domestic Workers and Collective Bargaining:
A Proposal for the Immediate Inclusion of Domestic Workers in the New York State Labor Relations Act.” It’s available here
(in PDF form).
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