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Governor Cuomo’s Call for Raising New 
York’s Minimum Wage to $15 Statewide 
 

 

 This week, Governor Andrew Cuomo’s Labor Commissioner approved a state wage board’s 
recommendation to raise New York’s minimum wage to $15 for fast-food workers – by 2018 

in New York City and by 2021 statewide – an action that will improve the lives of at least 

136,000 workers from Long Island to Buffalo. 

 

 At the same time, Governor Cuomo, joined by Vice President Joe Biden, announced that he is 

launching the nation’s first campaign to extend a $15 minimum wage statewide.  This far-

reaching action could help up to 3 million more New York workers and set the standard for 

how leaders across America respond to the ongoing wage crisis that is leaving millions of 

working families behind, even as the economy continues to recover and corporate profits 

and CEO compensation soar. 

 

 The Governor’s campaign will be directed at the state legislature.  In the event that the 
Republican-controlled state senate blocks action on the minimum wage, as it did earlier this 

year, the Governor could direct his Labor Commissioner to convene another wage board to 

implement the raise using his executive authority. 

 
 

The Governor’s New Proposal Marks the Continued Rapid Growth of the $15 

Minimum Wage Movement 

 

 More than two years ago, fast-food workers launched a movement demanding a national 

living wage of $15 per hour.  In the months since, workers from industries across the 

economy have joined their demands, calling for a raise to $15 for the 42 percent of the U.S. 

workforce that earns less.1  The movement has gained increasing support from 

policymakers, frustrated with continued wage stagnation despite six years of economic 

recovery. 

 

 Over the past 18 months, six U.S. cities and counties, including Seattle, San Francisco, and Los 

Angeles, have approved $15 minimum wages and more, such as Washington, D.C., are likely 

to follow in the coming year.2 

 

 Governor Cuomo’s proposal for New York will be the nation’s first push for a statewide $15 

minimum wage. 
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 A similar campaign may follow in California, where signatures are being gathered to place a 

$15 minimum wage ballot initiative before voters in November 2016.3  Recent polling shows 

voters support the proposal by a 68%-30% margin.4  

 

 

A $15 Minimum Wage Would Raise Pay Broadly for Working New Yorkers Across 

the State 

 

 As we documented just last week in our report on occupational wage declines, real wage 

rates have fallen across all jobs over the past five years, with the largest declines hitting the 

bottom 40 percent of the workforce.5 

 

 Governor Cuomo’s proposed statewide $15 minimum wage would reverse this trend and 

raise pay broadly for up to 3 million working New Yorkers, or 37 percent of the state’s non-

self employed workforce.  That figure represents the number of workers currently paid less 

than $15 an hour, excluding the fast-food workers whose wages are already on track to rise 

as a result of the recent wage board order. 6 

 

 Outside of New York City, over 1.7 million workers are currently paid less than $15 an hour, 

and in New York City, the corresponding number is 1.25 million.  In both cases, the figures 

represent 37 percent of the workforce.7 

 

 Overall for the state, 54 percent of low-paid workers are women; women are more likely to 

be low-paid (43 percent) than are men (35 percent).  

 

 Roughly half of black and Hispanic workers in New York State currently make less than $15 

an hour, as do 39 percent of Asian workers vs. one-third of white, non-Hispanic workers.  

Overall, 52 percent of all New York workers paid less than $15 an hour are white, non-

Hispanic, and 48 percent are either black, Hispanic or Asian. 

 

 Half of all New York State workers earning less than $15 an hour are 35 or older; only one-

quarter are young adults 16–25.  Many are trying to raise families or want to start a family. 

 

 A high proportion of low-wage workers are paid so little that they qualify for one or more 

forms of public assistance.  In effect, taxpayers end up subsidizing low-wage employment 

practices.  Half of the $26 billion annual cost of public assistance in New York State goes to 

working families whose wages are too low.8 

 

 Workers benefitting would span the state’s economy from home health aides and child care 

workers, to retail clerks and security guards, to warehouse workers and bank workers.9 

 

 Six out of the ten largest occupations with median wages less than $15 per hour also rank 

among the occupations projected to add the most jobs in coming years.10 

 

 The overall impact of Governor Cuomo’s proposed $15 wage would be historic and would 

begin to reverse for the bottom third of New Yorkers the significant drop in wages and living 

standards that they have seen in recent decades.11  Higher wages would lift thousands out of 

http://www.nelp.org/content/uploads/Occupational-Wage-Declines-Since-the-Great-Recession.pdf
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poverty and improve life opportunities for thousands of children in low-income families 

across the state. 

 

 

A $15 Minimum Wage Is Good for New York’s Workers, Communities, and 

Businesses 

 

 A $15 minimum wage will realign earnings in New York with local living costs.  Even in 

lower-cost regions of like Buffalo and Rochester, a single worker will need over $15 an hour 

by 2021 to meet basic living costs, according to the Economic Policy Institute’s Family 
Budget Calculator, adjusted based on projected inflation through 2021.12 

 

 In higher cost regions like Long Island, a single worker will need over $22 an hour by 2021, 

according to the EPI Calculator. 13  And workers supporting children need even more. 

 

 Job growth in most upstate metro areas has improved over the past year and a higher 

minimum wage will help sustain job growth since higher wages means more purchasing 

power, particularly for low-wage workers likely to spend any additional wage earnings. 

Raising the wage floor in several steps to $15 an hour helps the upstate economy in light of 

the fact that much of the net job growth in recent years has been among low-wage jobs.14 

 

 Small businesses, on net, will benefit from a higher minimum wage since, in addition to 

boosting consumer buying power in low-income communities, data from New York State 

retail and fast-food sectors show that smaller businesses already pay better than most large 

companies.  Since a statewide minimum wage increase would apply to all businesses across 

the board, no individual small business would be put at a competitive disadvantage. 

 

 There is a growing recognition on the part of businesses and institutional investors that 

higher wages are key to reducing turnover, improving customer service, and enhancing 

profitability.15  Several large employers, including Walmart, Target, Aetna, IKEA and the Gap, 

are starting to raise wages as a result.  A recent study from Purdue’s tourism management 
school concluded that the fast-food industry could accommodate a $15 an hour minimum 

wage through savings related to reduced turnover and small price increases not much 

greater than recent experience.16 

 

 An increase in the minimum wage would reduce companies’ ability to shift costs to 
government programs, and would result in considerable savings at all levels of 
government in spending on various forms of public assistance as well as generate 
increased payroll and individual income taxes paid by workers.  A recent Urban Institute 
report analyzed several policy options for reducing poverty in New York City and 
concluded that the net fiscal savings to all levels of government from an increase in the 
minimum wage to $15 an hour represented roughly 43 percent of the rise in aggregate 
earnings as a result of the minimum wage increase.17  

 

 A $15 minimum wage statewide by 2021 would raise New York’s minimum wage to about 
61 percent of the state’s median wage for a full-time, full-year worker – a level that is 

sometimes looked to as a benchmark for a strong minimum wage.18 
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 Moreover, $15 is well below where New York’s minimum wage would be if it had kept pace 
with rising productivity and economic growth in the state over the past 30 years.  Had wages 

across-the-board kept pace with New York’s rising productivity, the state’s median wage 
would also be much higher than it is now.  

 

 More than 200 economists have endorsed a $15 minimum wage, finding that “raising the 
federal minimum to $15 an hour by 2020 will be an effective means of improving living 

standards for low-wage workers and their families and will help stabilize the economy. The 

costs to other groups in society will be modest and readily absorbed.”19 

 

 Similarly, economic modeling by University of California economists in places like Los 

Angeles shows that the benefits of such an increase would substantially outweigh the likely 

modest costs.20 

 

 The 13 states and the District of Columbia that have enacted minimum wage increases since 

2012 have increased total jobs faster than the 37 states that have not acted to raise their 

minimum wages (5.3 percent vs. 4.9 percent). 

 

 It makes good fiscal sense for the state to increase human services contract funding to help 

cover the cost of raising the pay of low-paid nonprofit workers.  Analysis such as the recent 

Urban Institute report show that a large minimum wage increase will generate significant 

savings for the state budget from Medicaid savings and increased tax revenues – a portion of 

which could be used to pay for such human services contract increases.  Raising human 

services worker wages will also cause high employee turnover to decline, yielding savings in 

hiring costs and improved service quality.  Moreover, many of these government-funded 

services are intended to help low-income families get back on their feet and to better care for 

their children and other family members.  Improved delivery of these essential services will 

save taxpayers in the long run, as will the reduced use of public assistance by nonprofit 

workers.  Since nonprofits provide such services under government contracts, New York 

State should increase contract funding to enable nonprofit employers to meet a higher wage 

floor and to invest in worker skills.21 
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