LETTER FROM FILMMAKER

Dear Colleague,

Like many of my peers, I grew up believing in the American work ethic – the belief that hard work will invariably lead to economic success. Yet, the hard-working low-wage earners we met while making Waging A Living felt trapped in poverty by dead-end jobs. Some worried that their earnings were failing to keep up with their bills, while others despaired that they were unable to provide their families with the same standard of living that they enjoyed growing up. They all believed in the American dream but discovered that the ladder out of poverty was steeper than they imagined.

Virtually all of the twenty-five films I’ve made for PBS have taken viewers inside the lives of people grappling with problems associated with poverty. A few years ago, when I produced Ending Welfare As We Know It, I discovered that most of the people that moved from welfare to work were unable to find jobs that paid a living wage. Welfare reform succeeded in getting millions of Americans out of the welfare system without getting them out of poverty. The daily struggles of these working poor families became the inspiration for Waging A Living.

The percentage of workers trapped in poverty rose 50 percent between 1979 and 2000. Today thirty million Americans – one out of four workers – earn less than the federal poverty level for a family of four. Even more unsettling, most economists believe that families need to earn about twice the federal poverty level to be self-sufficient. One of the most disturbing trends is the rapid growth in income inequality. Between 1997 and 2000, incomes for the top 20 percent of wage earners rose 33 percent, while incomes for the bottom 20 percent fell nine percent. It is a sad irony that a growing number of full time workers are unable to provide the basics for a decent life in a society that supposedly values and rewards hard work.

In Waging A Living, I wanted viewers to understand what it’s like to work hard, play by the rules, and still not be able to support a family. All of us benefit from the hard work of the janitors and security guards in the offices where we work, the waiters and bus boys in restaurants where we dine, the maids and porters in the hotels where we sleep, and cashiers and clerks in the stores where we shop, but we seldom get to know much about the private lives of these workers whom we take for granted. I wanted to bring viewers inside the daily grind of the nameless people we encounter every day who struggle to survive from paycheck to paycheck. I chose a cinema verité style that enables viewers to experience vicariously the aspirations, achievements, and frustrations of four low-wage earners in the Northeast and California. I hope believe that the audience will come away with a deeper appreciation and respect for the people who cook our food, bag our groceries, and take care of our children and elderly. My goal is for viewers to take a new look at the prevailing American assumption that hard work alone can overcome poverty.

-- Roger Weisberg, Public Policy Productions
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WAGING A LIVING FACT SHEET

(Data presented in the documentary)

· Only 37 percent of single mothers receive child support. The average amount of support is $1,331 per year.

· Over half of those who started the last decade in poverty remained in poverty ten years later.

· In the year following a divorce, a man’s standard of living rises ten percent. A woman’s standard of living drops 27 percent.

· Workers with an Associate’s Degree earn 30 percent more than workers with a high school diploma.

· Since 1979, housing costs have tripled, while real wages for the bottom 20 percent of workers remained static.

· An estimated 18,000 Americans die every year because they lack health insurance.

· 78 percent of low-wage workers in service jobs do not have health insurance.

· Real pay for male low-wage workers is less than it was 30 years ago.

· Working parents with children make up about half of the families using food pantries.

· Families headed by single mothers are five times more likely to be poor than families with two parents.

· Average income based on education:

Some High School $18,793

High School Diploma $26,795

Bachelor’s Degree $50,623

Master’s Degree $63,592
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RESOURCES

http://www.epinet.org - The Economic Policy Institute’s Web site is an excellent starting place for finding background information on the issues raised in Waging A Living. It includes a datazone for labor-related statistics, issue guides on living wage, minimum wage, family poverty, Social Security, welfare, unemployment benefits, and much more.

http://www.aecf.org/publications/data/working_hard_new.pdf - This links to a pdf version of the 2004 Annie E. Casey Foundation publication, Working Hard, Falling Short: America’s Working Families and the Pursuit of American Economic Security, which provides an overview of issues related to the working poor in the United States.

http://www.livingwagecampaign.org - This links to a part of ACORN, a grassroots antipoverty advocacy organization. Resources include a guide on how to craft a local living wage ordinance, a brief history of the living wage movement, links to research on a living wage, and more.

http://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty/index.shtml - The U.S. Department of Health and Human

Services calculates a poverty line (the threshold of income below which someone is considered to be living in poverty) and compiles statistics on people living in poverty.

The Web site also provides links to federally funded university research centers on poverty.

http://www.americanprogress.org/site/pp.asp?c=biJRJ8OVF&b=137846 - This article,

“Can Wal-Mart Families Make Ends Meet?” by Wider Opportunities for Women

Director, Joan Kuriansky, includes descriptions of WOW’s Self-Sufficiency Standard, an alternative way to calculate living wage levels.

http://www.financeprojectinfo.org/WIN/wages.asp - The Welfare Information Network’s

Web site includes an excellent set of downloadable articles about minimum and living wage issues.

http://www.efn.org/~fairhous/livingwage/ - An interesting account of a typical family at each stage of going from welfare to a living wage, including the “Catch 22s” they face.

http://faireconomy.org/ - The Web site of United for a Fair Economy includes information about support for living wage campaigns from business leaders who are members of the Responsible Wealth Project.

Barbara Ehrenreich. Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America (Metropolitan

Books, 2001) – In this revealing account, a journalist describes her journey as she goes “undercover” to join the ranks of America’s working poor.

www.pppdocs.com – Public Policy Productions (producer of Waging A Living)
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