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Living Wage Bill Threatens Allegheny County 

 
 “Living Wages” are again in the forefront of political posturing by those in this region 
intent on pandering to special interests.  Allegheny County Council’s Democrats are 
rushing to pass a controversial "living wage" bill before they lose their veto-proof 
majority in January. Democrat members of Council do not seem concerned with the 
welfare of taxpayers but their own political interest.  
 
The attempt to steamroll a living wage ordinance through council is a transparent effort to 
transfer wealth from county taxpayers to public sector and unionized workers.  The 
manner of the affair indicates that the supporters of a living wage ordinance are well 
aware that their idea is flawed and does not enjoy the support of the majority of this 
region’s citizens.  In the current recession, businesses are laying people off.  Rather than 
working to keep the costs of doing business down in Allegheny County, Council appears 
intent on increasing those costs.     
 
Councilman Charles Martoni, a Democrat, expressed misgivings about the hasty effort, 
saying he would seek the input of his constituents before voting on the issue.  He wants to 
speak with chambers of commerce in Pittsburgh and Monroeville--representatives of 
constituents most affected by such legislation: small and medium sized businesses. 
 
But the idea of input from businessmen appalls living wage supporters like Linda 
Waumbaugh, co-director of the Western Pennsylvania Living Wage Campaign, who 
stated she believes the business community would oppose “any kind of legislation that 
protects working people.”  Most businesses we are familiar with are very concerned with 
employee welfare, but opposed to government mandating the wages they will pay. 
 
The Pittsburgh Technology Council, representing the areas' 1,800 high tech firms, 
counsels deliberation until all ramifications can be understood.  This advice rings 
particularly true in light of recent news reports that reveal county revenues in 2001 are 
$18 million short of projections.  Revenues for 2002 are also likely to fall short of 
expectations.  From where will the money come to pay for the wage increase for county 
workers--a tax increase?  Or will services (and jobs) be cut? 
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Those campaigning hardest for this legislation are described as “a coalition of unions, 
religious organizations and other groups.”  The unions’ motive is obvious—a higher floor 
under entry-level wages lifts all wages tied to such an index and unionized workers 
would benefit.  Religious organizations’ ignorance of economic reality is legend.  These 
groups see opposition to a living wage as selfishness on the part of greedy capitalist 
exploiters of labor.  After all, what harm is a law to raise the wages of the “working 
poor,” whoever they might be?  Well, legislating wages disconnects them from the 
workers’ true economic worth.  Only a free market can determine the value of the actual 
output of labor that fluctuates continually and must be reflected in the number of jobs and 
the money paid to those who hold them.  Legislation sets wages in a vacuum; when set 
above the actual economic worth of the individual, jobs are lost.  When wages are set 
below the actual value of the employee, workers are not attracted to the jobs--a no-win 
situation.   
 
Living wage advocates believe the marketplace is incapable of achieving a “just” 
valuation of labor.  They couch their arguments in social-speak, saying poverty, crime, 
and all human ills result from the failure of employers to pay wages that allow workers to 
live decently.  Even if true, it is hard to imagine a living wage limited to county workers 
making much of a dent in the region’s social problems.  A better idea would be to 
encourage low wage workers to increase their education and training in order to qualify 
for true career opportunities, rather than remain dependent on governmental largesse. 
 
This ordinance will send another signal to the business community that Allegheny 
County is not a place that encourages and fosters business growth, but instead remains in 
the grasp of politicians who are anti-business and anti-taxpayer.  Our long downward 
spiral as an economic force will accelerate as we drive away the private enterprises that, 
through job and wealth creation, are essential to improving everyone’s condition. 
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