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ABSTRACT

Latino day laborers often work at dangerous construction sites with little

power to change conditions. We describe the development, implementation,

and early-stage results of a program to train immigrant day laborers as safety

liaisons. These are construction workers prepared to recognize and respond

to health and safety hazards. Based in Newark, NJ, the project involves

collaboration between New Labor, a membership-based worker center, and

university researchers and labor educators. Safety liaisons undergo training

and receive ongoing support for their roles. Both qualitative and quantitative

data are collected to monitor progress. Although lacking in formal authority,

safety liaisons have prompted improvements at specific sites, filed OSHA

complaints, and developed a local worker council. Participatory training

methods, opportunities for leadership outside the classroom, and participa-

tion in project planning have strengthened liaisons’ effectiveness, leadership

skills, and commitment. The safety liaison approach could be adapted by

worker centers and their partner organizations.
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“We don’t say anything [about conditions], because if I tell him, he’s not

going to give [me] work. We don’t say anything so we don’t lose the job.”

— a New Jersey day laborer

Untrained, foreign-born, and often undocumented day laborers are hired to

perform hazardous tasks by employers who are unaware of safe work practices

or simply willing to cut corners on health and safety [1-7]. Many day laborers

describe supervisors who urge them to hurry through tasks without regard

to safety [5, 7], respond to workers’ concerns with threats and other forms of

intimidation, and fail to pay the promised hourly rate—or sometimes fail to pay

at all [1, 7]. Wage theft is a serious and pervasive problem among immigrant

workers in residential construction, restaurants and hospitality, and a range of

other industries [8-12]. In these industries, workers are not expected to seek

redress through formal complaints, allowing low-road employers to violate safety

laws and wage and hour laws with impunity.

Labor organizations and advocates have launched efforts to improve condi-

tions and provide a voice for immigrant workers in construction and other sectors.

Organized labor increasingly advocates for immigration reform and immigrant

rights, and some unions are opening their ranks to undocumented immigrants

[13, 14]. There are currently more than 190 worker centers in communities

across the United States [15], many focused on educating immigrant workers

about their rights, seeking enforcement of labor laws, and giving immigrant

workers a voice in their own communities [16].

Although promising, these efforts are limited in their reach. There is persistent

evidence that few immigrant day laborers receive health and safety training

and that conditions at construction sites where they work are generally unsafe

[1, 2, 4, 5, 7]. Studies have documented excessive fatalities and, despite sub-

stantial under-reporting, high rates of injuries among the Hispanic construction

workforce (particularly among foreign-born Hispanics) and among workers

employed by construction sites with fewer than 20 workers [3, 6, 17-20]. The

National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH), the Occupational

Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), and worker advocates have targeted

reducing injuries and fatalities among the immigrant construction workforce

[21-23]. Efforts are hampered by a large number of employers, limited union

involvement, and a weak safety culture in residential construction [24]. OSHA

enforcement is complicated by the agency’s limited capacity, large number of

worksites, and rapidly changing tasks, hazards, and contractors [25].

Given language and cultural barriers, undocumented workers’ fears of depor-

tation, and insular immigrant community networks, occupational safety and

health researchers increasingly recognize the value of community-based partici-

patory research (CBPR) with community-based groups such as worker centers

[26-28]. Integrating the insights of community partners adds to the complexity
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of the research process, but provides the potential for more effective interven-

tions and evaluations [29].

This project builds directly on the project team’s previous interventions

that show the effectiveness of peer leadership among immigrant Latino day

laborers in construction. Day laborers trained to facilitate health and safety

classes reported advocating for better conditions on their own worksites and

sharing information with co-workers and other workers waiting for jobs on the

corner [30]. Based on a separate evaluation of the project team’s curriculum

and peer-led, participatory training methods, researchers at the University of

Illinois–Chicago report that both peer trainers and training participants are more

willing to assume health and safety leadership roles [31].

Evidence for the efficacy of peer safety leaders also comes from other indus-

tries. Reports from transportation unions provide evidence that safety liaisons

can play an important role in reducing injuries and promoting enduring improve-

ments to safety climate [32]. In health care settings, peer safety leaders have

been effective in preventing patient lifting and handling injuries in the United

States and in the Netherlands [33-35].

PROJECT DESIGN

Funded through the Center for Construction Training and Research (CPWR)

NIOSH consortium, this initiative is being carried out by New Labor, a worker

center and nonprofit membership organization with more than 300 active dues-

paying members, and labor educators and researchers from Rutgers University

Occupational Training and Education Consortium (OTEC) and the School of

Public Health at the University of Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey.

Members and staff from the New Jersey Laborers’ Health and Safety Fund

and the Laborers’ International Union of North America (LIUNA) Local 55-NJ

provided technical assistance and feedback on curriculum and audit develop-

ment and participated in the first stage of the training process.1 CBPR principles

central to this effort include empowering and building capacity of project par-

ticipants, and co-learning through shared planning and decision-making. Since

creating successful interventions with undocumented immigrant workers

depends on outreach by New Labor, building New Labor’s capacity and reach

is integral to the goals of the project.

University-based researchers and labor educators have primary responsi-

bility for refining and creating curriculum, developing research instruments,

and analyzing data. New Labor’s Newark-based field organizer and other staff
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have assumed lead responsibility for recruiting and supporting safety liaisons.

However, decisions are consensus based and project roles are fluid.

KEY PROJECT COMPONENTS

The safety liaison project seeks to train enough workers to maintain an

on-going group of 10-15 selected construction workers to perform the following

tasks: use a safety checklist or audit to identify hazards and collect data on

construction worksites; communicate with co-workers and supervisors about

hazards; file OSHA complaints about serious hazards; and facilitate OSHA

10-hour construction health and safety classes with the presence and support

of Rutgers and New Labor project staff who are OSHA-authorized trainers. In

performing these activities, the liaisons are supported by constant telephone

access to the local field organizer and regularly scheduled meetings with the

field organizer, other liaisons, and project staff.

Safety liaisons receive stipends of $120 per day for trainings and project

meetings. They do not receive any payment for conducting audits or communi-

cating with other workers or contractors. Each safety liaison decides on a

case-by-case basis whether to tell employers about their health and safety

training and project role, share information with co-workers, or engage with

supervisors about unsafe conditions. They have no formal authority to speak for

co-workers, and interactions with supervisors may lead to the loss of their

jobs. Although the project provides guidance and support, the safety liaisons

are still immigrant day laborers facing difficult decisions about which jobs

to accept and whether to speak up about hazards.

Safety Liaison Training

Day laborers who become safety liaisons, and workers recruited by safety

liaisons to attend our OSHA 10 classes, respond to project outreach on their

own initiative. It is likely to be the only health and safety training they receive.

The health and safety portion of the curriculum for the annual five-day safety

liaison training is drawn from the New Labor Residential Construction Health

and Safety Workbook, which has been used to train more than 400 workers

in New Jersey and adapted by the University of Illinois at Chicago for

further dissemination and evaluation.2 This curriculum meets the requirements

for OSHA’s 10-hour construction industry hazardous awareness certification
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program and includes hands-on components with personal protective equipment

(PPE), electric circuits, ladders, scaffolds, and fall protection harnesses. Trainees

work together in small groups to complete tasks that demand critical thinking

about how to overcome challenges in addressing safety and health issues [30]. In

addition to health and safety content, training for safety liaisons also includes

specific activities designed to prepare day laborers to be peer leaders and make

decisions about possible interventions.

Activities of the Safety Liaisons

Safety liaisons undertake five basic types of activities:

• OSHA 10 Classes: Facilitating OSHA 10 classes for other residential con-

struction workers provides safety liaisons with an opportunity to review

important health and safety information, develop communication skills, and

experience functioning as peer leaders.

• Quarterly meetings: Quarterly meetings are an opportunity for safety liaisons,

New Labor, and university-based staff to discuss progress in meeting project

goals, develop new strategies for working together, and discuss health and

safety questions.

• Worker council: Initiated in Year 2 and led by the safety liaisons, the council

meets every two to three weeks at a neighborhood venue and is open to

community members. The council (consejo) is used to discuss and plan

actions on health and safety and wage theft problems and provides a forum for

sharing programs on related issues relevant to the local immigrant community.

• Safety Audits: The safety liaisons are encouraged to use safety audits as a

tool in recognizing and documenting easily identified and potentially serious

hazards. The 50-plus–item safety audit tool designed for use by peer trainers

in this project builds on categories of easily identified hazards from previous

research: site safety policies and training, PPE, scaffolding, ladders, electrical

hazards, unprotected openings, fall protection equipment, trenching hazards,

and use of power tools and machinery [36, 37]. The development of the first

set of safety audits has been presented along with some preliminary results

[38], and will be summarized in more detail in a separate paper.

• Relationship with OSHA: A program component developed in Year Two

(detailed below), the relationship and general protocol developed with

OSHA encourages safety liaisons to directly call Spanish-speaking staff in

the Parsippany and other Area Offices to file OSHA complaints when they

identify a serious, imminent hazard that the employer will not address.

Evaluation Methods

The evaluation plan for this project includes both quantitative (safety audits,

surveys) and qualitative (interview, focus group) data. The first 30 months of
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the project has provided multiple opportunities for qualitative and quantitative

data collection, a process that will continue over the next two-and-one-half years.

Using a formative evaluation process [39] has allowed the project team to adjust

aspects of the intervention based on feedback from all participants.

CASE STUDY

We present here a case study of the project’s first 30 months (fall 2009 through

winter 2012). It draws on limited baseline survey data, and observations recorded

in staff reports, quarterly meetings, trainings, and two designated focus groups.

The case study explores the safety liaisons’ perceptions of the project, their moti-

vations for participating in a largely volunteer capacity, and their decisions,

actions, and experiences. Transcripts and summaries from meetings and focus

groups are recorded in English by the principal investigator during project

meetings based on simultaneous translation by a bilingual member of New Labor

staff. These transcripts are reviewed for accuracy by other project staff present

at the meetings. The project team’s institutional review boards have approved

the research protocol and specific data collection instruments and methods.

The project is based in Newark–New Jersey’s largest city and part of the

diverse and densely populated New York City region. Construction crews

may be based in Newark, but are often transported to New York City and

other locations outside the immediate area. According to recent census data,

700,000 people live in the county surrounding Newark (Essex County). Of these,

21 percent are foreign born, 30 percent speak a language other than English

at home, and 18 percent are of Hispanic or Latino origin [40]. In New Jersey,

large commercial and multi-unit residential construction is heavily unionized;

residential and small commercial renovation and construction is largely non-

unionized [41].

This project reflects some of the dicey politics surrounding immigrant labor.

As in many other cities, the day laborers’ mustering site has attracted its share of

criticism from residents and small business owners [42]. In running for office,

the current mayor had expressed support for a hiring hall for day laborers and

advocates hoped it would lead to greater accountability from local contractors

and help address wage theft [9]. In 2007–08, New Labor spearheaded organi-

zing efforts with day laborers to create a hiring hall. The decision to locate the

safety liaison project in Newark was partly based on the expectation that New

Labor would be opening a worker center/hiring hall within the first year of the

project. When city officials and union allies failed to follow through on commit-

ments [9], New Labor lost significant credibility with Newark’s day laborers.

Under the current administration, day laborers have been moved from one

location, lacking in amenities but close to residential neighborhoods and small

businesses, to their current “corner,” a half-acre gravel parking lot near a major

highway. Day laborers continue to face police harassment, tickets for loitering,
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and complaints from the few businesses who share this inhospitable, industrial

location. For most day laborers, however, rampant wage theft continues to be the

most pressing issue [9].

Early Stage Implementation

An experienced Spanish-speaking organizer with deep roots in the immi-

grant neighborhoods of Newark’s Ironbound neighborhood joined the project

team as the field organizer for New Labor in fall 2009 and began networking

with day laborers on the corner about project goals. Day laborers willing to

consider participation in the project attended two project briefings in February

and May 2010. Interactions with potential liaisons informed planning for

the five-day training class and development of subsequent drafts of the safety

audit instrument.

At initial briefings, participants discussed questions derived from the “Job

Fear” activity in the New Labor safety and health workbook. These included:

“Why should day laborers be concerned about their health and safety at work?”

“Why are more Latinos killed on the job?” and “What other challenges and

problems do you face as day laborers?” Potential safety liaisons discussed the

types of work they performed and identified materials, appropriate PPE, and

potential hazards, and worked together in small groups to consider how they

might talk to a contractor who failed to provide PPE. They practiced filling

out the draft safety audit form and provided feedback on audit questions and

formatting that they found confusing. For example, the group was concerned that

they needed an easily transported form that they could judiciously complete,

so the audit was reformatted to a small, pocket-sized booklet. For confidentiality,

the written form does not include the name of the liaison or the name of the

employer. Over the course of the two briefings, a sense of teamwork began to

develop as the day laborers and project staff worked together to make decisions

about the audit and specific training needs.

Initial Five-Day Liaison Training

The first five-day safety liaison training was held in June 2010 with workers

chosen from the two project briefings. Besides learning about safe work practices

and communication, another purpose was to begin building their identity as

liaisons and peer leaders within New Labor. At the training, pairs of workers were

sequentially pulled out and prepped by project staff to facilitate discussion

by their peers of one relevant health and safety module (PPE, ladders, etc.).

At residential construction sites in the neighborhood, participants utilized the

safety audit instrument to identify and document unsafe conditions. Role-playing

exercises explored how to explain what it means to be a safety liaison and

strategies for presenting health and safety problems to both co-workers and

supervisors. Safety liaisons and project staff discussed how best to communicate
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among themselves and with the New Labor field organizer using text messages

and cell phones.

Liaison Motivation and Background

At the briefings and trainings, day laborers described their desire for training

that would advance their skills and help them protect themselves and other

workers. They were also motivated by the prospects of finally opening the

long-promised day labor hiring center.

Based on data shared in the baseline survey, the 10 Latino day laborers

who emerged from the first five-day class as safety liaisons ranged in age from

30 to 59, had received from 5 to 13 years of formal education, and immigrated

from Ecuador and Honduras within the past two to nine years. Despite the

downturn in residential construction, three men reported working more than

20 days a month in construction over the previous six months; five reported

working 10 to 20 days; only two reported working in construction less frequently.

Only three of the men had ever received any form of health and safety training.

All reported frequent exposure to two or more typical construction hazards

such as heights and power tools. Everyone had “talked to co-workers about a

hazardous situation at work,” and nine out of ten had “asked to be shown a task

that they didn’t understand” or tried to “speak to a boss about a safer way to

perform a task.” Consistent with our previous studies of day laborers [7, 30],

fewer liaisons reported taking steps that might result in retaliation from their

employer—for example, “refusing to perform a dangerous task” or “leaving a job

site because the work was too dangerous.”

Follow-Up to the Five-Day Class

In the following months, the project team worked to create communication

routines that linked the safety liaisons on a daily basis to the New Labor

organizer. To reinforce a sense of group identity, New Labor staff and liaisons

planned a July picnic and soccer game. Based on feedback from the training,

revised audits were provided to the liaisons along with letters that could

be distributed to co-workers and supervisors. The letters explained the safety

liaisons’ role and invited recipients to enroll in an upcoming OSHA 10 class to

be facilitated by the liaisons.

Based on discussion with liaisons, project staff also developed a written

protocol to guide actions in response to serious, imminent hazards:

1. Based on his relationship with his supervisor, the liaison must decide

whether to speak to the employer directly or explain the problem to other

workers at the site and discuss speaking to the employer as a group.
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2. If the liaison is unwilling or unable to communicate with the supervisor,

then he should contact the field organizer, and together they will decide

whether to report the situation to OSHA.

3. Liaisons must use their own best judgment about remaining on the site

while the situation is left uncorrected.

4. The liaison should record both the hazard and his response to the hazard

on an audit form.

A Tentative Identity

Over the months following the training, several of the new liaisons reported

refusing especially dangerous tasks—for example, working on a steep roof with-

out fall protection. Three months into their tenure, the liaisons shared a variety of

reactions about their new role at the first quarterly meeting. Several workers

emphasized feeling that they were now in a position to help other workers:

To realize I have double duty. I feel more responsible for workers around

me. I feel proud I can help others.

It feels good to make friends aware.

Several liaisons noted how difficult it is to share information about hazards

with co-workers who know little about health and safety. Although some liaisons

communicated with supervisors (including offering invitations to the OSHA

10 classes), most liaisons were far more likely to communicate with co-workers

than with supervisors. Their remarks conveyed a sense of their limitations:

I’ve only spoken to my co-workers. We try to fix the problems when the

supervisor is out, but he gives us the steps so there is not a lot we can do.

I am uncomfortable, because when the boss heard about OSHA he got scared.

They feel I am a disturbance at work—I am a liability (as I might) call OSHA.

When I ask the contractor for PPE, he tells me that there is no money for it,

or it is not in the budget so it cannot be purchased.

I filled out sidewalk audits, but I felt horrible that I couldn’t talk to workers.

Now I observe a lot of irregularities. It makes me want to confront the

contractor.

On the other hand, there were positive experiences. For example, a liaison who

worked frequently with the same crew doing masonry asserted:

There are things you can correct. What I’ve noticed talking to the co-workers

is that I wasn’t using gloves—not trying even. Now I can protect myself and

my co-workers. In July I was working on a scaffold. People were putting

stones in the walls. I told them to wear masks to protect themselves. I said

someone from OSHA could show up and that the fine was $10,000—for

not using water to cut or wearing masks—$2,500 for each person.

BEYOND THE CLASSROOM / 373



Another liaison stated,

I made my supervisor aware of health and safety hazards—to make changes

for a better workplace—it felt great.

Some of the liaisons indicated that they were participating in the project

because they ultimately hoped that the project would lead to job creation and

contracts through the hoped-for New Labor worker center. The liaisons also

expressed the desire for skills-based training, particularly in electrical, carpentry,

and plumbing in addition to health and safety skills. Safety liaisons reported

other problems, such as police harassment and ticketing and unpaid wages.

The entire project team had become acutely aware of the challenges facing the

liaisons and co-workers, as well as the limits of staff and financial resources to

meet liaisons’ expectations.

Managing expectations emerged as a key challenge during these early

months. Two liaisons dropped out of contact with the field organizer. The four

liaisons who facilitated the first OSHA 10 class offered in December were

well received by their peers and, from the perspective of project staff, did an

excellent job. However the liaisons were disappointed in a low turnout for the

two-day OSHA 10 training.

Second Quarterly Meeting—A Turning Point

Based on observations by New Labor staff, the eight safety liaisons who

attended the second quarterly winter meeting still did not feel like leaders.

Given harsh winter weather and a poor economy, the liaisons were struggling to

find work. The project team decided to use participatory methods to build a

sense of teamwork and engage the liaisons in a discussion about the possibility

of establishing a worker council. Based on experience, the project team believed

that recruiting workers and contractors for a council and facilitating these

meetings could help the liaisons develop skills and confidence.

One focus was a discussion of two incidents experienced by one of the

liaisons. In both cases, the liaison was asked to leave the job when he asked

for appropriate PPE: earplugs for a painfully loud job site and respiratory

protection from solvent fumes. Together project staff and the liaisons explored

how to respond to these incidents. The workers began to consider their options:

SL-1: We should do something [an action] to back up [the liaison who was

fired]—show that New Labor is behind him. Deal with things better by

working together.

SL-2: Other warehouses [the loud site] don’t give ear protection either.

We have to prepare ourselves to confront warehouses and know that we

are not alone.
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SL-3: When you go out to work you don’t know what kind of job you are

getting—you can’t have all your PPE with you. It is a good thing that the

liaison called [the New Labor organizer] and that she will call OSHA.

SL-1: I would not go back to work for that contractor—we need to tell

other workers about the bad contractors.

Staff: Why not call OSHA yourself?

SL-1: The reason we call the organizer instead is that we fear it would take

too long to get a translator.

Staff: What can we do as a team?

SL-1: We need to inform each other about dangers.

Staff urged the liaisons to consider how they might respond as a group.

The liaisons decided to work with the New Labor organizer to develop a flyer

on hearing protection. In an energetic discussion, they planned two actions:

distributing the flyer and ear protection with workers at the warehouse and going

to the corner where they would warn other day laborers about the two employers.

Following this discussion, New Labor’s education coordinator pointed out

that the liaisons had just functioned as a “council”: they had worked together

to communicate and arrive at a collective action that allowed them to feel more

powerful in responding to abusive employers. Slowly, with further discussion,

the liaisons began to warm to the idea of what a worker council might accomplish.

Some of the workers expressed doubt that the other day laborers from the

corner would come to a meeting. However, they became energized when they

focused on the concrete task of identifying workers and contractors who might

be willing to become involved. They realized that the council might allow them

to respond to employer abuses in a more organized fashion.

February–May 2011: Going Public

Spurred by this decision to reach out to others, the safety liaisons took a

series of steps that have helped them develop greater confidence in their ability

to make an impact. They also raised the visibility of their work in the Latino

community. Key activities are briefly described below.

Worker Council

In the weeks following the project meeting, the liaisons recruited co-workers,

contractors and acquaintances to the initial meeting of the worker council. Since

February 2011, the council has met an average of twice a month, attracting from

12 to more than 30 participants, and the safety liaisons have used the worker

council to expand their interactions with peers, contractors, and government

officials. Since group decisions are made at the meetings, the liaisons hold each

other accountable for attending. At the council, the liaisons:
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• Provide brief health and safety talks about specific issues (e.g., roofing

hazards), and publicize health and safety classes scheduled through the project.

• Facilitate group discussions of problems experienced by participants and

plan group actions to confront employer abuses such as wage theft or unsafe

conditions, and report back on activities organized to stem these abuses.

• Host outside speakers to discuss wage theft, such as a representative of the

OSHA area office in Parsippany, New Jersey, and law students from Seton

Hall University.

• Set goals for the completion of safety audits and share the audit process

and results with council participants.

In March 2011, two liaisons, the project organizer, and three day laborers

paid a visit to the Essex County Sheriff’s office to denounce two instances of

wage theft and to learn the process for presenting complaints. A few weeks

later, the council voted to directly confront two contractors who had withheld

wages from participants in the council. The visits were successful in persuading

the contractors to pay $12,000 of the amounts owed.

By August 2011, the safety liaisons had assumed responsibility for planning

the agenda, facilitating discussion of each agenda item, and maintaining a

record of meetings and decisions.

Establishing a Direct Relationship between

the Liaisons and OSHA

Less than a month following the first meeting of the council, the liaisons asked

project staff to arrange a meeting with OSHA. Representatives of OSHA had

participated in the initial liaison training, but there had been no further contact

between the project and OSHA staff. One of the liaisons and several members

of the project team attended a meeting with the Director and Spanish-speaking

staff in the OSHA Area Office in Parsippany. The meeting reinforced a protocol

that allows individual liaisons or New Labor staff to reach Spanish-speaking

OSHA staff to report imminent hazards. Project staff, in turn, have shared pre-

liminary safety audit data summaries to highlight areas of need.

Liaisons communicated directly with OSHA again in April when Dr. David

Michaels, the U.S.DOL Assistant Secretary for OSHA, traveled to New Jersey

to speak at a meeting hosted by the New Jersey Work Environment Council—a

group with which New Labor has a close relationship. Three of the liaisons and

a representative of the worker council attended the meeting and questioned

Dr. Michaels about the conditions they were encountering in construction. Over-

coming their nervousness to speak in a public forum to the key government

official responsible for their health and safety was an important experience.

The liaisons felt validated by Michaels’ appreciation of their remarks as well

as his response that conditions in residential construction are an OSHA priority.
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“We have a voice and this voice means something,” one of the liaisons com-

mented after the meeting.

Trainings Add to the Ranks of Safety Liaisons

Not all safety liaisons were satisfied with the new direction of the project.

Two of the liaisons most invested in the idea that the project would lead to

contracts and higher wages through a hiring center became disillusioned and

decided to leave the project. The liaisons agreed that it was the right decision for

everyone. Because of the weak construction market, two other liaisons changed

to jobs outside of construction.

Although the OSHA 10 class held in April 2011 only attracted 13 participants,

many of those in attendance had been recruited through the worker council.

Based on participation in the worker council and the two OSHA 10 classes, the

remaining liaisons nominated nine new workers for the second safety liaison

training held in May 2011. With several exceptions (one woman, and several

workers in their twenties) the profile of these workers was similar to the original

group. The most important difference: the new group had already demonstrated

some level of commitment to the council and to learning about health and safety.

At the second five-day training, the year-one liaisons and year-two recruits

practiced facilitating health and safety activities, again satisfying criteria for

the OSHA 10. Given experience with the first 12 months, there was greater

emphasis on a series of training exercises to promote communication, networking

and leadership skills. New Labor’s executive director referred to these exercises

as an “organizing 101” course. In the surrounding neighborhood, experienced

liaisons helped new liaisons become familiar with filling out the audit form.

In a focus group held on the final day of the training, some of the new liaisons

reacted to the participatory methods:

I liked the environment and the trainings. The organizer’s way of getting

people involved. I was scared at first. . . . thought I’d never make it. At first,

I thought this is crazy—but it made me pay more attention.

I felt a little bit pressured but learned to take control. I thought I’d be sitting

here, just coming to learn. . . . it has been different than I thought.

I liked that everyone participated and had a chance to present something.

We had to pay attention because we knew we would have to do it later.

They also stressed the importance of learning more about health and safety:

Learning about cement was the most important thing. I like the explanation

that the speaker from OSHA gave about chemicals and dust. We breathe the

dust and we don’t always know what we breathe—I was in shock after that.

I gained new perspectives about cutting blocks, hearing protection, wearing

masks using a power saw . . .
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Learning about the bad wood used in scaffolds made me feel anxious, because

we’ve seen and worked in similar circumstances.

Others stressed how they planned to use what they had learned:

We need to be aware as a group that why we are doing this is to try to stop

accidents. I will make the effort to speak to employees.

I don’t have shame to talk to anyone [smiling]—all they can do is kick me

off the site. I will try.

This has been the best week of work I’ve had in this country. We all

finished the class—we all put our interest in learning. What I like best is

preparing how to be a leader—in understanding how a leader can get other

people to organize.

Describing the reaction of a contractor seeing a dozen Latino men wearing

orange New Labor t-shirts conducting a sidewalk audit of his worksite, one of the

experienced liaisons humorously observed: “We noticed that the contractor

we visited can feel the pressure from the ‘orange mafia’—it made him shake!”

Safety Liaisons Assess the Project

Six months later, in November 2011, a focus group was held to discuss the

strengths and weaknesses of the project. Liaisons emphasized the strength they

derive from “support between members of our group and the teams we create,”

“responsibility as part of New Labor,” and feeling “confidence and leadership

as members of New Labor.” Liaisons also described “greater self assurance in

communication, especially with bosses,” and “knowledge of health and safety,

workers’ rights and being able to transmit this knowledge.” One liaison brought

these points together, saying, “Speaking to other people we have support and

a voice. Many of the employers humiliated us. Now that we have this training

and knowledge, they won’t do that to us, and we can teach others.”

Liaisons also had difficulties with recruiting participants for training classes

and council meetings, disinterested contractors, and the cynicism of many day

laborers at the corner given wage theft—“some people on the corner think

coming to these meetings is just a waste of time.” The liaisons requested more

support from project staff to deal with wage theft complaints, more in-depth

safety and health training, more training to provide a clearer understanding of

workers’ rights and labor law, and more education to improve their skills as

construction workers. On their part, the liaisons committed to more outreach

to educate contractors about labor laws, more attention to completing safety

audits, and continued effort to participate in the worker council—even when

their own work schedule makes this difficult.

At this point in the project, both staff and liaisons are acutely aware of

ongoing challenges, yet there is a sense of optimism based on what New Labor

may be able to accomplish. As one liaison explained, “There is value in feeling
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you are part of a group—it is interesting how we value what we do here. [We] take

into account that we are opening the way for an organization that will flourish.”

OUTCOME AND ACCOMPLISHMENTS—
THE FIRST TWO AND A HALF YEARS

Liaisons have demonstrated their commitment to the project and to learning

new skills. As they demonstrate the ability to recognize residential construction

hazards and take steps to reduce hazards, they are fulfilling the role of safety

liaison as envisioned by this project.

Liaison Stability and Capacity

The liaisons are a surprisingly stable group despite minimal remuneration

and a weak construction market. They are diverse and represent various educa-

tional backgrounds and life experiences. Out of the 19 workers who completed

the five-day safety liaison class, a total of 13 remain active. Five continue from

the 2010 class; eight workers continue from 2011. They find satisfaction in their

role as leaders in New Labor’s efforts to empower day laborers to confront

employer abuses. They also value solidarity and teamwork and the opportunity

to gain skills and training. Liaisons demonstrate different abilities and/or com-

mitment to aspects of the project. Some liaisons submit audits on a regular basis

while others are clearly uncomfortable with this task. Some liaisons excel as

trainers while others are skilled at guiding members of the council toward

a consensus that allows the participants to move forward as a group. Some

liaisons find a kind of freedom in the role of day laborers—(“All they can

do is throw me off the site”)—while others, perhaps because they rely on a

relatively steady relationship with a few employers, speak about safety only

with their co-workers. Yet the combination of skills and perspectives among our

current liaisons allows them to function well as a group.

Safety Liaisons Intervene on Their Own
Construction Sites

Preliminary data from the safety audits filled out by liaisons reinforced

their statements about inadequate health and safety at their worksites [38].

For example, all of the following basic provisions were reported at less than

25 percent of sites: scaffold fall protection, eye or respiratory PPE, guardrails,

training on nail gun use, and avoidance of overhead electrical cables. Thus

there are many opportunities for improvement. Through both the audit and

interactions with the project organizer, liaisons had the opportunity to report on

their responses to conditions at their worksites. Many times, the liaisons would

speak only to co-workers because they felt that employers would be resistant.

For example, preliminary audit data show that when liaisons recorded taking an
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action, 60 percent reported speaking to co-workers about safety and 25 percent

indicated speaking to the foreman.

However, some actions have resulted in significant change. For example,

interactions with contractors initiated by four of the liaisons are summar-

ized below:

• Shortly after the five-day class, one of the new liaisons reported for a job

installing a concrete driveway. He refused to use the jackhammer without a

mask, gloves, and ear protection. The foreman told him he would need to wait

and speak to the contractor. The liaison refused to go back to work, insisting

that the foreman place a call to explain the problem to the contractor. The

foreman called the contractor and after a few minutes the contractor arrived

with the required PPE. The liaison continued working for this employer

through the summer.

• Hired by a contractor for a job in New York City, a new liaison encountered

an unsafe scaffold assembled by untrained workers. Identifying himself as

a trained safety liaison for New Labor, the liaison spoke with the contractor

about problems, particularly that the scaffold was not secured to the wall.

He asked the contractor to purchase the materials required and the crew

soundly secured the scaffolding. The next day, with the permission of the

contractor, the liaison explained key points about scaffold safety to his

co-workers.

• A liaison identified unsafe wiring and lack of PPE on his residential con-

struction site and convinced the contractor that he had been trained and

could assist with correcting the problems. Based on his recommen-

dations, the contractor changed the outlets on the electrical generator, cor-

rected other problems with the wiring, and now provides additional PPE

for daily use.

• A liaison helped mount a scaffold only to find that an overhanging electrical

cable was a few inches from his body. He called the contractor to say that he

couldn’t work under those conditions, but the contractor refused to make any

changes. The liaison called the New Labor field organizer who quickly joined

him at the site. Together they spoke to the contractor again. The contractor

called the utility company, and it arrived almost immediately to move the

cable. The liaison was able to go back to work and experienced no retaliation

from the contractor.

As documented through the project journal and audits, not all contractors

make changes in response to problems identified by the liaisons, and several

liaisons have encountered retaliation and/or resistance to change. For example,

a liaison assigned to clean and paint window frames from a scaffold on the 25th

floor of a residential building in New York City requested a fall protection

harness, gloves, and glasses, but was refused by the contractor. When he arrived

the next morning he was told that he was off the job.
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OSHA Complaints

Since the May 2011 safety liaison class, the liaisons have filed five OSHA

complaints, some of which were documented with photographs. These represent

especially egregious conditions. Two of the OSHA complaints were based on

a “sidewalk” or offsite audit: both of these complaints involved hazardous

scaffolding. The remaining three complaints were based on conditions directly

experienced by a liaison. In some of these cases, there were also other labor law

violations. For example, one employer had withheld $3,500 in wages, and

negotiations by New Labor recovered $2,000. In another instance, a liaison

filed a complaint after he was fired for pointing out the hazard and requesting

that the subcontractor respond.

In a published interview, OSHA compliance specialist Beatriz Cabrera

described receiving a complaint from one of the liaisons:

When she [Beatriz Cabrera] received the call from the safety liaison

reporting workers in imminent danger, she knew that the call came from

an experienced construction worker with OSHA-10 training, and that there

was no time to lose.

OSHA field staff went into action immediately, verified the complaint . . .

and launched an investigation. . . . The investigation is still open.

Cabrera continued, commenting on her perception of the value of the

project, “Thanks to their training, these safety liaisons are highly credible when

they call in a report. We welcome their help in identifying dangerous work

situations” [43].

LESSONS LEARNED

Key lessons from the first 30 months of this five-year project include the

following.

1. Classroom training can go only so far in dealing with the challenges

encountered by immigrant workers in residential construction. The

project successfully extends the project team’s previous train-the-trainer and

participatory peer-led training processes to include new activities designed to

build leadership skills. Formal classroom training is a crucial foundation and

reference point for the project: through participatory small group activities,

liaisons acquire health and safety knowledge, think critically about how to

apply this knowledge, and practice communication and leadership skills.

However the worker council and other interactions outside the classroom allow

liaisons to hone communication skills, internalize a sense of authority, and

develop confidence in their ability to lead their peers and speak to employers

and public officials.
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2. Liaisons are capably fulfilling project goals. Even with variable

literacy, English skills, and confidence, the liaisons have proven that they can

successfully:

• complete five-day health and safety trainings and effectively facilitate

OSHA 10 classes;

• recognize unsafe conditions, complete safety audits, speak up with co-workers

and supervisors, and communicate directly with OSHA;

• recruit co-workers and contractors for trainings and meetings of the worker

council, and effectively facilitate these events; and

• make recommendations and influence decisions about the direction and

progress of the project.

3. Addressing both safety and wage and hour violations promotes

worker involvement and project success. Based on our interactions with

immigrant workers, it is clear that contractors who fail to pay workers typically

also ignore even basic health and safety standards. In addition, not getting

paid creates the “necessity” of accepting any work—no matter how unsafe [7].

New Labor recovered more than $400,000 in lost wages in 2011 [44]; this effort

strengthens the liaisons’ commitment to the project and draws immigrant day

laborers to the worker council.

4. The worker council has value for the project. The worker council

has created more visibility for the project in Newark’s immigrant Latino com-

munity and provided opportunities for liaisons to be seen as leaders and to

see themselves in that role. Given the lack of organization and communication

among Newark’s immigrant day laborers, the council also offers a much-needed

forum for discussing and taking action on wage theft, unsafe conditions, and

other issues relevant to the immigrant community.

5. The direct relationship with OSHA is empowering. For both liaisons

and project staff, the opportunity to bring serious hazards to the immediate

attention of OSHA inspectors has clarified the practical value of the project,

encouraged the liaisons’ persistence, provided concrete victories, and contributed

to changes at the worksite level. OSHA’s interest in the audit data has elevated

the importance of this task.

6. The liaisons’ involvement in selection of new liaisons has strengthened

the ties of both current and new liaisons to the project and each other.

Giving experienced liaisons the opportunity to participate in the selection process

for new liaisons has been pivotal in shaping the subsequent dynamic of the

project. The new group came into the project knowing that their peers recog-

nized their potential as leaders, and they have been much less tentative in

embracing their role. In addition, selecting and mentoring the new liaisons

has given the year-one liaisons a greater sense of project ownership.

7. The formative research design and collaborative decision-making

allows the project team to respond to new insights. As the liaisons increasingly
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take ownership of their roles and communicate their views, the project team is

learning how to support them. As a group, the liaisons have been directly

involved in decisions to establish the council, launch direct actions confronting

abusive employers, choose new safety liaisons, improve group training, and

encourage completion of audits.

8. Training is a limited intervention. Consistent with best practices for

effective training, goals of our training combine “knowledge transfer,” “atti-

tudinal change,” and “motivational change/empowerment” [45]. Given the power

imbalance between undocumented day laborers and employers, the reality of

supervisor pressures, and the potential for employer retaliation, the limits of

training to “empower” workers must be acknowledged. As detailed in this

article, we have sought to provide a range of other experiences to reinforce

safety liaisons’ knowledge and leadership skills. We have prepared liaisons to

act as change agents on residential construction sites and have some evidence

of success.

9. Shifting employer practices is a tall order. Statements from the liaisons

and safety audit data reinforce that worksites lack many of the basic health and

safety features (such as provision of PPE and safety procedures) that only

employers can provide. Based on focus groups with immigrant construction

workers, Roeloffs et al. stress the limited effectiveness of training and targeting

workers and the need to focus on shifting employer practices [5]. We have

developed contacts with small employers, many of whom are immigrants them-

selves with little health and safety knowledge. With mixed success, we have

invited them to participate in OSHA 10 trainings and worker council meetings.

Through one-on-one conversations initiated by liaisons, formal OSHA com-

plaints and organized responses to employer abuses, we will continue efforts

to seek out, inform and motivate employers.

These conclusions, drawn largely from qualitative data and direct observa-

tions from the first two-and-a half years of a five-year project, are preliminary.

Based on the evidence shared in this paper, this project offers promising

strategies for expanding the scope and content of classroom training and

extending the intervention to job sites and communities. These lessons may be

particularly relevant for worker centers, other community organizations, and

university partners seeking to address health, safety and other employer abuses

in residential construction and other non-union settings.
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