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BUSINESS
N.J-N.Y. rail tunnel gets key clearance

Environmental-impact release lets work proceed
on a project considered a vital infrastructure need.

By Elise Young
BLOOMBERG NEWS
Amtrak’s proposed $11.6 bil-
lion passenger-rail tunnel be-
tween New York and New Jersey
received long-delayed environ-
mental clearance from U.S. offi-
cials, the project’s biggest step
forward in years.
The decision is crucial to start

the next phase of work and se-
cure billions of federal dollars
for what’s considered one of the
most vital U.S. infrastructure
needs.

The Federal Railroad and Fed-
eral Transit administrations re-
leased a final environmental im-
pact statement Friday. The move
allows Gateway Program Devel-

opment Corp., which is oversee-
ing the project, to begin acquir-
ing real estate and start ad-
vanced design and pre-construc-
tion work.

Progress on those tasks will in-
crease Gateway’s chances of se-
curing half the total cost from
the Biden administration, which
is pledging hundreds of billions
of dollars to major infrastructure
nationwide.

New York and New Jersey offi-
cials have called Gateway cru-

cial for the U.S. economy. The
existing tunnel, which can’t han-
dle growing capacity and needs
to be shut for major repairs, is
key to the Northeast Corridor,
the nation’s busiest passenger-
rail route, serving a region from
Boston to Washington that con-
tributes 20% of U.S. gross domes-
tic product.

President Joe Biden, a Demo-
crat, is negotiating what he first
proposed as $2.25 trillion in infra-
structure and jobs spending. Re-

publican lawmakers want less
than half that amount.

“I'm hopeful that the case for
the tunnel is so compelling that
under almost anyone’s version of
a national infrastructure pack-
age, adequate funding will be
part of it,” Tony Coscia, Amtrak’s
chairman and a Gateway trustee,
said.

The administration had set a
Gateway environmental decision
deadline for Friday. In a joint
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THE FUTURE OF WORK

A New Kind of
Union Emerges

Above, Lou Kimmel, executive director of New Labor, near the
worker center’s offices in New Brunswick, N.J. At right, Milagros
Barreto, an organizer at the Massachusett Coalition for
Occupational Safety and Health, consoles a member of their worker
center at a meeting. JANE M. VON BERGEN

|. GEORGE BILYK

Worker centers adding energy,
diverse voices to labor movement.

STAFF REPORT

n Upstate New York, immigrant
dairy hands lobbied the state to
amend its labor laws so people who
milk cows could rely on the mini-
mum wage and overtime.

In Dallas, after an immigrant construc-
tion worker died of heat stroke, day labor-
ers and non-union building trades work-
ers persuaded the city to pass an ordi-
nance requiring rest breaks.

In Philadelphia and in other cities and
states around the nation, housekeepers
and nannies pushed for legislation govern-
ing pay and work rules for domestic work-
ers who have virtually no rights under
existing labor laws.

Even as participation in traditional la-
bor unions has declined, a new type of
worker group is emerging across the Unit-
ed States and in Philadelphia, adding ener-
gy and diverse voices to the labor move-
ment. These groups, numbering about 250
nationwide, have various names and orga-
nizational structures, but collectively they
are known as worker centers.

For more than 15 years, Jane M. Von
Bergen reported on labor issues at The
Inquirer. After retiring in 2017, she spent
the last three years writing a book on this
growing and vibrant force in the labor
movement. Coauthored with occupational
and public health expert Celeste Monfor-
ton, On the Job: The Untold Story of Work-
er Centers and the New Fight for Wages,
Dignity was published by the New Press
this month.

We asked her to tell us about worker
centers and her book.

What is a worker center?
The broad definition of the labor move-

The Future of Work

The Future of Work is produced
with support from the William Penn
Foundation and the Lenfest Institute
for Journalism. Editorial content is
created independently of the
project’s donors.

ment is workers acting together to im-
prove working conditions and that’s what
these groups do. Worker centers gather
people with common interests or a com-
mon background and exert pressure to
influence larger policy changes,

What do worker centers do?

Through alliances with lawyers and oth-
er professionals, worker centers can help
individuals recover money when they are
cheated out of pay or get them medical
treatment when they are injured at work.
But the overarching goal is to build power
to influence government policies that help
all workers. These include anti-wage theft
measures, mandated paid sick leave, and
disclosure of hazardous chemicals that
may be used on the job.

Can’t they get help from unions?

Not exactly. Through collective bargain-
ing agreements, unions help employees in
stable employment situations, such as hos-
pitals or factories. But many worker cen-
ter members are marginalized. They are
hard to unionize. Some are temps working
for different agencies every day, or are
housekeepers cleaning multiple homes.
Some are day laborers hired off the cor-
ner. Some speak other languages. The

Greater Minnesota Worker Center in St.
Cloud, for example, represents Somalian
poultry plant workers and New Labor’s
members in New Brunswick, N.J., primari-
ly speak Spanish.

How are they funded?

Some charge monthly dues, but most
funding comes from foundations and faith
groups. Sometimes local unions will pro-
vide support, and some get funding from
OSHA for worker-safety training. In Tex-
as, the Centro de Derechos Laborales sold
tortillas to make rent on their office in a
former beauty parlor.

Are there worker centers here?

This movement is beginning to take
hold in Philadelphia. We have many
groups, with some including worker advo-
cacy as part of their overall missions. So
far, only the Restaurant Opportunities
Center has gotten as far as having its own
office and staff. However, Philadelphia is
good at coalition building. The Coalition
to Respect Every Worker, comprised of
One Pennsylvania, the Pennsylvania Do-
mestic Workers Alliance, Juntos, VietLe-
ad, Make the Road, and other groups lob-
bied effectively for a better-funded city
office to enforce recently enacted labor
ordinances such as the Fair Workweek
Act. The Black Workers Project is building
its organization with an initial focus on
Black temp workers. The Asian Pacific
American Labor Alliance is also in the
process of organizing.

What are worker centers’ strengths and
weaknesses?
Their chief strength is their ability to
See WORKERS on A7

Stocks show

modest
gains, end
week higher

Wall Street largely
shrugged off a report
indicating an increase
in consumer spending.

ASSOCIATED PRESS

Stocks capped a listless day of
trading on Wall Street with mod-
est gains Friday and the S&P
500’s first weekly gain in three
weeks.

Gains in technology and health-
care companies outweighed a
slide in communications stocks,
retailers, and elsewhere in the
market. The S&P 500 rose 0.1%
and notched a 1.2% gain for the
week.

The benchmark index closed
out the final day of trading in
May with a monthly gain of
0.5%. That’s the index’s fourth
straight monthly increase and
follows a bumpy few weeks in
the markets as investors moved
past a stellar corporate earnings
season and focused on the tug-of-
war between the economic recov-
ery and rising inflation.

U.S. markets will be closed
Monday for Memorial Day.

Wall Street largely shrugged
off a report indicating consumer
spending increased last month,
the latest economic snapshot to
show inflation accelerating in
the U.S. economy. Treasury
yields fell, including the yield for
the benchmark 10-year Treasury.

The S&P 500 rose 3.23 points
to 4,204.11, its third straight gain.
The Dow Jones Industrial Aver-
age added 64.81 points, or 0.2%,
to 34,529.45. The tech-heavy Nas-
daq gained 12.46 points, or 0.1%,
to 13,748.74. The Russell 2000 in-
dex of smaller-company stocks
lost 4.10, or 0.2%, to 2,268.97.

Investors did not react harshly
to the latest hotter-than-expect-
ed inflation data. The Commerce
Department said Friday that per-
sonal consumption expendi-
tures, a measure of inflation
used by the Federal Reserve,
rose by 3.6% in April. Excluding
volatile food and energy prices,
inflation was still high at 3.1%),
and well above the Federal Re-
serve’s long-term target of infla-
tion of around 2%.

Bond yields remained steady
on the news, with the 10-year
U.S. Treasury note trading at
1.58%, roughly where it was all
week.

“You’re not seeing big spikes
in rates when inflation data
comes out a little high, and that’s
a sign of relief for the markets,”
said Jamie Cox, managing part-
ner at Harris Financial Group.

An uptick in travel for the Me-
morial Day weekend is another
signal that the economic recov-
ery is pushing ahead. More than
1.8 million people went through
U.S. airports on Thursday, and
the number was widely expected
to cross 2 million over the week-
end. That would be the highest
since early March 2020.

Airline bans traveler for punching flight attendant

By Hayley Smith
LOS ANGELES TIMES

A woman accused of assault-
ing a Southwest Airlines flight
attendant on a flight from Sacra-
mento to San Diego has been per-
manently banned from the air-
line, officials said.

“The passenger repeatedly ig-
nored standard in-flight instruc-
tions and became verbally and
physically abusive upon land-
ing,” Southwest Airlines spokes-
person Chris Mainz said in an
email to the Los Angeles Times

on Friday.

A video of the altercation ob-
tained by the Sacramento Bee
shows the woman punching the
flight attendant, who then ap-
pears dazed and bloodied while
other passengers try to keep the
woman seated.

A union leader for airline em-
ployees said the flight attendant
lost two teeth in the attack.

The incident happened Sunday
morning, according to the Port
of San Diego Harbor Police De-
partment. Harbor police officers

met the aircraft at the gate, they
said.

Witnesses told police that the
passenger, later identified as
Vyvianna Quinonez, 28, struck
the flight attendant, “causing se-
rious injuries” during an alterca-
tion.

Paramedics transported the
flight attendant, who was not
identified, to Scripps Memorial
Hospital.

Quinonez was arrested on sus-
picion of battery causing serious
bodily injury.

Quinonez, a resident of Sacra-
mento County, told CBS8 televi-
sion that she acted in self-de-
fense. One passenger, Susan
Marie Stidham, said on Face-
book that the attack came “sim-
ply because she was asked to put
her seat belt back on.”

In an open letter to Southwest
Airlines CEO Gary Kelly, union
president Lyn Montgomery said
there has been an “unprecedent-
ed number” of incidents of pas-
senger misconduct, noting that
there were 477 incidents on

Southwest Airlines aircraft from
April 8 to May 15.

“Today’s traveling environ-
ment requires a new level of
firmness in both tone and direc-
tion to ensure proper control in
the cabin of our aircraft as the
attitudes and behaviors of the fly-
ing public have, unfortunately,
declined,” Montgomery said.

Quinonez has been permanent-
ly banned from flying on South-
west Airlines. “She has been ad-
vised this decision is final,”
Mainz said.
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Tunnel
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statement, Govs. Phil Mur-
phy of New Jersey and An-
drew Cuomo of New York
praised the states’ Demo-
cratic U.S. elected repre-
sentatives for champion-
ing the project even when
it was stalled during the
administration of Biden’s
predecessor, Republican
Donald Trump.

“Today’s action is a key
step forward to building
rail infrastructure that
will be dependable for de-
cades to come,” Murphy
said. Cuomo called the Bi-
den administration “stal-
wart champions for New
York from Day One.”

Gateway involves con-
struction of a two-direc-
tion tunnel under the Hud-
son River, plus the shut-
down, rehabilitation and
reopening of the 110-year-
old existing passage.

Construction of the new
tunnel was expected to
take seven years, followed
by three years of work on
the existing one, accord-
ing to early estimates
from project officials.

The project has to make
up for lost time, Coscia
said. He didn’t have an es-
timated completion date.

Amtrak says the existing
link is safe for the regional
and NJ Transit commuter
trains that use it, but elec-
trical and other damage
from a 2012 flood makes it
increasingly unreliable.

An earlier tunnel project
with full funding in place,
called Access to the Re-
gion’s Core, or ARC, was
on the cusp of construc-
tion when it was canceled
by then-New Jersey Gov.
Chris Christie in 2010.

Christie, a Republican,
cited concerns about cost
overruns and design short-
comings, including inade-
quate capacity and a Man-
hattan station far from oth-
er rail lines.

Christie used some of
that project’s dedicated
funding to plug state bud-
get holes and avoid raising
the gasoline tax.

About 820,000 trips are
made on the Northeast
Corridor every day, either
on Amtrak or one of the
commuter railroads.

In a statement, Sen.
Cory Booker (D., N.J.)
called the environmental
approval an “exciting step
toward providing New Jer-
sey commuters the relief
they desperately need.”

Sen. Bob Menendez (D.,
N.J.) in a statement said
Transportation Secretary
Pete Buttigieg and Nuria
Fernandez, acting head of
the Federal Transit Admin-
istration, “gave me their
word that they will contin-
ue to work with me, our
state’s congressional dele-
gation, Gov. Murphy and
the project sponsors to ad-
vance Gateway — and I in-
tend to hold them to their
commitments.”

MARKET WATCH

From the Associated Press
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CEOs including, from left, Chipotle’s Brian Niccol, Advance Auto Parts’ Tom Greco, and
Carnival Corp.’s Arnold Donald benefited from changes to compensation formulas. ap

who have served at least two full fiscal

Workers
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engage workers on a grass-
roots level, harnessing
worker power to build alli-
ances for policy changes.
For immigrant workers in
particular, these centers
become a second family to
help navigate life away
from home. A chief weak-
ness? Precarious funding
leading to leadership burn-
out.

As a longtime labor writer,
what did you learn when
you and your coauthor vis-
ited centers from Califor-
nia to Boston?

I gained a deeper under-
standing of some of the
challenges faced by immi-
grant workers in general.
Learning about life on
dairy farms was eye-open-
ing. Some dairy hands
work four hours on and
four hours off. They never
get a full night’s sleep. In
poultry plants, line speeds
move so fast that workers
can’t get a bathroom
break. They wear diapers.
That blew my mind.

What else struck you?

It was inspiring to see
how people united, could
improve their lives. At a
minimum, people need to
be paid for their work and
they need to be safe on the
job. It made me sad to
learn it takes so much ef-
fort to get these most ba-
sic protections for work-
ers.
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