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Executive Summary
Despite being deemed essential during the COVID-19 crisis, laundry
workers in New Jersey remain largely invisible, unprotected from
violations of their basic human and labor rights, and excluded from
pandemic economic relief. The result of a collaboration between
the Laundry Workers Center (LWC) and The Worker Institute of
Cornell University’s ILR School, this report contains the ﬁndings
from research on the working and living conditions of workers in
New Jersey’s retail laundromat industry. The aims of this study were
to raise awareness among stakeholders about the challenges that
laundry workers face, to inform policy and advocacy eﬀorts to
improve labor standards and workplace safety in this industry, and
to promote gender and racial equity for this largely neglected
workforce. Highlights of the study ﬁndings follow.

NJ laundromat workers comprise a
predominantly female and immigrant
workforce. Ninety percent of
respondents to a survey conducted
under this study were women, and 87
percent were immigrants.
Workers perform a wide range of tasks
at the laundromats, and work long
hours. Fifty eight percent of the
surveyed workers said that they
regularly worked 31 to 40 hours per
week, and 14 percent said they
regularly worked more than 40 weekly
hours.
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A signiﬁcant number of workers raised concerns about the incidence of
wage theft in their industry, including issues of pay rates below legal
minimums, as well as under-payment or non-payment of overtime. More
than one out of four surveyed workers reported receiving wages below
the legal minimum of $10.30 required of small employers in NJ. One out
of three said they were paid only their regular rate when working
overtime. Five percent said they received no pay at all for overtime.
Employers are required to post information about multiple laws and
protections for workers. Yet, ﬁfty-three percent of workers surveyed
under this study reported that in their workplaces there were no posters
about workplace rights such as minimum wages, Occupational Safety
and Health regulations, and more. Findings from site observations
conducted by LWC revealed that the required postings were either not
displayed or were not visible at most of the 486 laundromats they visited
across the state.
Forty-nine percent of the surveyed workers reported that they were
unaware of the New Jersey law requiring all employers to allow workers
to earn ﬁve paid sick days a year. On the ﬂip side, despite the fact that just
over half of laundromat workers are aware of this law, only 2 percent
reported having received paid sick days from their employers. This is
likely the result of fear of retaliation by employers, the need for paid sick
leave most surely increased during the pandemic.
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Laundromat workers regularly experience a range of health and safety
hazards in their workplaces, including exposure to toxic chemicals, human
and animal pathogens, allergens, heavy lifting, and slippery ﬂoors, as well as
having to perform tasks that require repetitive movements.
Laundry workers also face personal safety risks because they have to work
night shifts, often by themselves. They are vulnerable to robberies or assault,
as many of the laundromats are located in relatively isolated areas.
About 13 percent of the survey participants reported having experienced
some form of harassment or hostility in the workplace, and another 13
percent reported experiencing some form of discrimination.
Laundry workers suﬀered the eﬀects of the closing of the economy during
the pandemic, and most weathered this crisis without any kind of safety net,
and without economic relief from the state or federal government, and
largely without access to health care.
Twenty ﬁve percent of survey respondents said they experienced layoﬀs
during the pandemic. Of these workers, 16 percent said they received
unemployment insurance, 15 percent said they received Pandemic
Unemployment Assistance (extra $600 per week), and 69 percent said they
did not qualify for unemployment insurance.

Fifty percent reported that they did not receive a government stimulus
check. Many laundry workers do not qualify for government economic
relief because of their immigration status.
3

Based on these ﬁndings, we suggest the following
recommendations for policymakers and other
stakeholders’ consideration:
Increase the capacity of government agencies in charge of
investigating and enforcing the labor and employment laws in the
state.
Prioritize strategic enforcement and partnerships with local worker
organizations.
Fund trusted community partners/groups to provide support to
laundromat workers to exercise their rights.
Invest in public service announcement campaigns to increase
awareness of the NJ Earned Sick Leave law, and enforce requirements
for employers to display posters containing information about workers’
rights.
Support the implementation of site safety training speciﬁc to the issues
that laundromat workers face.
Provide training in conﬂict resolution and de-escalation to workers and
employers to address the pervasive workplace violence in the
industry, and identify best practices for workplace security programs
or systems to protect the personal safety of workers.
Support increased funding for pandemic relief for Excluded Workers,
and promote increased access and quality of care for immigrants
regardless of their immigration status.

4

Acknowledgements
Laundry Workers Center would like to thank the Cornell ILR Worker Institute
for their guidance in developing this participatory research project. Special
thanks to María Figueroa, Director of Labor and Policy Research at the
Worker Institute, for the support on the research, survey development, report
writing, and translation. Thanks also go to Cornell ILR students Rocio Chanez,
Stella Linardi, and Shruthi Krishnan for their help with the secondary
research, analysis, and report writing. Special thanks to Prof. Ileen DeVault of
Cornell ILR for feedback on the report draft, and to Cornell University’s ILR
School for its support of this project. Thank you to Yarrow Willman-Cole,
facilitator of the NJ Time to Care Coalition and Workplace Justice Program
Director at NJ Citizen Action, for her contribution to the section on Paid Sick
Leave.
This project was especially made possible by the dedication of Laundry
Workers Center' s team; thanks to Rosanna Rodríguez, Virgillio Arán,
Mahoma López and especially Gloria Ramirez.
A special thank you to all laundromat workers that participated in this project
through surveys and interviews; special thanks to Analilia B, Yolanda G,
Gaudencia R, Lorena R, and Elsa J.
Thanks to all our allies in the community and funders for always believing in
our mission and vision. Thanks to the HUUB Unitarian Church in Orange..
Thanks to Freya Dutta for design http://playistheantidote.com. Report
Photos Credit: Rosanna Rodríguez

5

About the Organizations
Laundry Workers Center (LWC) is a
non-for-proﬁt organization that
addresses the need for
community-based leadership
development to improve the living and
working conditions of low-wage,
immigrant workers in the laundromat
and service industries in the New
York-New Jersey metropolitan area.
Our approach connects community and workplace justice organizing in
order to support families, grow political consciousness, and build
grassroots power that is socio-economically sustainable. LWC seeks to
challenge and transform conditions in low-wage industries. Through
leadership development and collective action, we are training workers
to organize their workplaces for dignity, justice and safety.

The Worker Institute at Cornell engages in research and education on
contemporary labor issues, to generate innovative thinking and
solutions to problems related to work, economy and society. The
institute brings together researchers, educators and students with
practitioners in labor, business and policymaking to confront growing
economic and social inequalities, in the interests of working people and
their families. A core value of the Worker Institute is that collective
representation and workers’ rights are vital to a fair economy, robust
democracy and just society.

6

Introduction
With an Immigrant population of more than two million, New Jersey is second
only to California in the proportion that immigrants represent of the entire
1.
state’s population. California’s percent of foreign-born population is 26.7, and
New Jersey’s is 23.4. This means that about one of every inhabitant in New
1
Jersey is an immigrant. Previous research found that NJ immigrants contribute
to the economic vibrancy of the state. With a spending power of about $73
billion and $32 billion of taxes paid, immigrants contributed with approximately
2
16 percent of the New Jersey’s GDP in 2019.
When the pandemic struck in 2020,
immigrants continued their contributions
to the state’s economy and society by
providing services deemed essential.
Immigrants are overrepresented among
essential workers in New Jersey, as they
comprise 31 percent of essential workers,
while they comprise 29 percent of the
3
total workforce in the state.
As almost one out of three immigrant workers were deemed essential, they
also became more exposed to the virus than the rest of the workforce.
Although New Jersey does not track COVID-19 cases for the foreign-born,
statistics available for Latinos and Blacks provide a sense of the likely health
impacts of the pandemic on immigrant communities.
1. Migration Policy Institute. U.S. Immigrant Population by State and County.
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/us-immigrant-population-state-and-county; New American
Economy. New Jersey. https://www.newamericaneconomy.org/locations/new-jersey/ Accessed June 30, 2021.
2. Calculations based on New American Economy. New Jersey. Ibid.
3. Kerwin, D., Nicholson, M., Alulema, D., and Warren, R. (2020). US Foreign-Born Essential Workers by Status and State, and the
Global Pandemic. CMS Report.
4. New Jersey COVID19 Information Hub. Case and Mortality Summaries. Updated 6/30/2021. https://covid19.nj.gov/
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Available statistics show that these racial and ethnic groups were
disproportionately aﬀected. Thus, while Latinos comprise 20 percent of the
total NJ population, they made up for 25 percent of the positive cases, 25
percent of hospitalizations, and 19 percent of the deaths.
Blacks represent about 13 percent of the NJ population, but they made up for
19 percent of the hospitalizations, 17 percent of the deaths and only 12 percent
4
of positive cases as of June 2021.
Despite the fact that immigrants were overrepresented among essential
workers, they were not always included in the economic relief provided by the
government. This was particularly the case for the nearly half a million
undocumented workers who were excluded from all forms of pandemic relief.
This was also the case for many workers in the laundromat industry of New
Jersey. Their experience is in most respects that of the immigrant and people
of color in New Jersey, and as such it reﬂects the same vulnerabilities prior to
and during the pandemic.
This study’s aim is to shed light on the precarious conditions that laundromat
workers face in their workplaces, and to examine how their unique
vulnerabilities were exacerbated during the pandemic. The goal is to inform
policy and organizational solutions that would address the challenges that
workers confront in this low-wage sector of the economy. The research
focused on coin-operated laundries, of which there are approximately 537
across the state, employing about 2,000 workers. These establishments are
classiﬁed as small employers, since they generally employ four to ﬁve workers
at most. Because they work for small employers, laundromat workers do not
always enjoy all the protections that workers in larger establishments receive.
The research conducted for this report examined the working conditions and
speciﬁc vulnerabilities of laundromat workers in New Jersey, using the
methodology outlined in the section below.
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Methodology
This study used a participatory action research approach, which involved a
collaboration between organizers and leaders at the Laundry Workers Center
and researchers at The Worker Institute of Cornell University’s ILR School. The
research involved a worker survey, semi-structured worker interviews,
non-participant site observations, and use of secondary sources such as
published reports and government statistics.
The worker survey was delivered by organizers to a sample of 309 workers
from August to December 2020. The approach for building this sample
involved convenience and purposive sampling methods. Even though this is a
non-random sample, it is very close to being representative of the relevant
population, as the organizers delivering the survey visited establishments
located in cities and townships across the state. The criteria for including
workers in the survey was that they were employees and not owners of the
laundromat. The criteria for selecting the laundromats included the location in
large or important urban centers, suburban areas near large or important
cities, and in counties of particular importance for the Laundry Workers
Center’s outreach goals.
Six semi-structured interviews of
workers were conducted to obtain
qualitative data that would help
deepen the understanding of the
survey results. “LWC organizers who
delivered the survey identiﬁed and
recruited the six interview participants.
For the site observations, organizers
travelled across the state and
observed workplace conditions in 486 establishments in 121 cities and
townships (See Appendix for complete list of localities visited).
9

Legal Framework for Laundromat
Worker Protections in NJ
Secondary sources were used to obtain information about the laws and
regulations that are relevant to laundromat workers and their employers, and
to obtain data on the industry and its workforce, the immigrant population, and
the impacts of COVID19 in New Jersey.
Because they work for employers classiﬁed as small employers in New Jersey,
laundromat workers enjoy fewer rights and earn lower wages than do other
employees in the state. Thus, during the year 2020, the state minimum wage
for regular employees was $11 per hour, while for workers employed by small
employers (deﬁned as having fewer than six employees) the minimum wage
was $10.30. These rates increased in 2021 to $12 and $11.10 per hour for regular
and small employers respectively, and will continue to increase at about the
same rate, but the disparity between the two will not disappear
until 2029.
Laundry workers also have the right to overtime pay of one and a half times
the regular rate of pay for each hour worked over the regular 40 weekly hours.
Laundry workers are also protected by the state’s sick leave law, which
requires that for 30 hours worked, an employee earn one hour of sick leave,
which is paid at same rate as regular pay. Employers are not required to give
more than 40 hours of earned sick leave a year. Vacation beneﬁts are not
required in New Jersey, and lunch breaks are required only for workers
younger than 18.
Laundry workers are protected by most labor regulations in New Jersey but
are excluded from protections applicable to large employers (six or more
workers). Additionally, employers with fewer than 10 employers are not
required to post information about the Whistleblower Act (protecting those
reporting violations). Those with fewer than 25 employees are not required to
post information about the SAFE Act (for victims of domestic violence or a
10

sexually violent oﬀense), and those with fewer than 50 workers do not have to
post information about worker rights under the Gender Equity law.
Employers are required to post information about multiple other laws and
5
protections for workers. Yet, ﬁfty-three percent of workers surveyed under
this study reported that in their workplaces there were no posters about
workplace rights such as minimum wages, Occupational Safety and Health
regulations, and more. The absence of posters about earned sick leave, and
other worker protections in laundromats contributes to the lack of awareness
among workers about their workplace rights. This is a serious issue for a
workforce that is exposed to health hazards on a daily basis.
Additionally, results of the site observations conducted by LWC organizers
revealed that the required postings were either not displayed or were not
visible at most of the 486 laundromats they visited in New Jersey.
Required Regulation Postings are NOT Displayed
or are not Visible at NJ Laundromats
n=486

Workers Compensation
Misclassiﬁcation Prohibition
Unemployment and Disability Insurance
Payment of Wages
Reporting / Recordkeeping Requirements
Child Labour
Wage & Hour Abstract
Sick Leave
OSH
No Smoking
List of Prices
Business License
0
None or not visible

Postings Visible

100

200

300

400

500
Source: LWC Site Observations

5. State of New Jersey, Department of Labor and Workforce Development. Employer Poster Packet.
https://www.nj.gov/labor/wageand`hour/tools-resources/forms-publications/employer-poster-packet/ Accessed 6/29/2021.
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Regulations Speciﬁc to Covid-19
Laundromats were deemed essential retail businesses during the pandemic.
New Jersey issued a number of safety regulations for all such businesses,
requiring among others, the following measures: clean and disinfect high
touch areas routinely, particularly in spaces accessible to staﬀ, customers,
tenants, or other individuals; maintain current cleaning procedures in all other
areas of the facility; and ensure that the facility has a suﬃcient number of
workers to perform the safety protocols eﬀectively.
New Jersey also issued Executive order 192, which outlined safety measures
for businesses staying open and requiring in person operations. Among such
measures were occupancy limits, hours of operation for access solely to
high-risk individuals, physical barriers/shields between customers and
cashiers, employees’ break time for repeated handwashing, contactless pay
options, pickup and/or delivery of goods wherever feasible, marked six feet of
spacing in check-out lines, and requirements for workers and customers to
wear face coverings while on the premises.

12

Proﬁle of NJ Laundry Workers
As the charts below show, laundry workers in NJ are predominantly women and
immigrant. Ninety percent of the survey respondents included in the
representative sample of NJ laundry workers were women, and 87 percent
were immigrants. These characteristics make them more vulnerable in several
respects, including experiencing discrimination based on gender, race and
national origin, and being exposed to crime without adequate or functional
protective mechanisms. Seventy three percent of the survey respondents are
immigrants from Latin America for whom English is not their ﬁrst language,
which adds to these workers’ vulnerability to violations of their most basic labor
and human rights. NJ laundry workers are a largely mature population, as the
survey results indicates that 81 percent of the workers are older than 34 years of
age, with 42 percent of all respondents supporting children under age 18.
Laundry Workers by Gender
n=293

1.0%

30%

26%
18%

15%

1%
18-19

13

7%

3%
20-24

Laundry Workers
by Age
n=293

25-34

35-44

45-54

55-64

65 or older

Laundry Workers by
Race/Ethnicity
n=296

Laundry Workers by
Nativity

Primary Language
Spoken

n=289

n=301

Laundry workers in NJ tend to have a long tenure at their jobs, with 69
percent of the workers surveyed having labored in the industry for more than
two years, and 64 percent having worked at the same laundromat for more
than two years. Unfortunately and despite their long tenure, laundry workers
have not seen improvements in pay and beneﬁts, and have been exposed to
serious issues of safety and health.
Years working in the Laundromat Industry
(n=286)

Years working at Current Laundromat
(n=286)

65.03%
69.36%

10.79%
Up to 6
Months

2.11%
More than 6
months but less
than 1 year

13.63%

17.60%

1 to 2 years

More than 2
years

Up to 6
Months

19.23%
2.09%
More than 6
months but less
than 1 year

1 to 2 years

More than 2
years
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Laundry workers are employed in what are considered small employer
establishments (less than six employees). Thus, most of the laundromats
visited as part of this research had only one or two employees for each shift.
Consequently, workers perform all the tasks needed for the laundromats to
operate, and they do this work usually by themselves or with only one other
co-worker.
Nearly all workers surveyed under this study said that they were responsible
for washing/drying, and folding clothes dropped oﬀ at the laundromat (95
and 94 percent respectively), as well as attending the register (95 percent)
and doing other customer service (90 percent).
They also reported that they were responsible for cleaning washers and
dryers (85 percent), as well as other parts of the establishment (85 percent). In
addition, almost one out of four said they also had to oversee or do
maintenance work in the laundromat’s parking lot.
Workers’ Duties at the Laundromats
Washing/ Drying clothes that were dropped oﬀ

95%

Folding clothes that were dropped oﬀ

94%

Cleaning washers and dryers

85%

Cleaning other parts of the workplace

85%

Attending the counter/register

95%

Other customer service

90%

Overseeing/maintaining parking lot

24%

Other key duties
n=296

15

% with this duty

0.02%

Wage and Hour Issues
About two thirds of survey respondents indicated they received wages in
compliance with the legal minimums in the state. However, a signiﬁcant
number of workers raised concerns about the incidence of wage theft in their
industry, which took the form of wages below the legal minimums,
non-payment or underpayment of overtime, and non-payment of tips.
Descriptive analysis of the pay data obtained through the survey revealed that
the median pay of laundry workers is about $11 per hour. About 90 percent of
workers who responded to the survey reported that they were paid an hourly
rate, and 80 percent said they received their pay every week.
About 38 percent said they were paid in
cash, 46 percent by check, and 16
percent by direct deposit. Around 87
percent of the workers said they
received tips and kept them, while one
percent said they received tips but had
to give them to their boss or manager.
The graph below shows that 3 percent
of survey respondents made the legal
minimum wage of $10.3 required of
small employers in NJ, while 46 percent
made the legal minimum of $11
required of regular employers
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Average Pay / Hour - % of Responses
(n=213)

45.53%

14.55%

10.79%

$10

Less
than $10

13.61%
3.28%

2.81%

$10.30

More than
$10.3 but
less than $11

$11

$11.1 to $12

9.38%

More
than $12

The fact that 26 percent of the survey participants (more than one out of four
workers) received wages below the legal minimum of $10.3 indicates that
violations of wage and hour laws might be taking place in the industry.
Additionally, four percent of survey respondents said that they were not paid
for all the hours worked or at the correct rate, and one percent said that their
employers made deductions for the cost of protective equipment or kept the
workers’ tips.

Average Weekly Hours Worked
Percent of responses (n=290)

58.27%

9.65%

16.89%

14.13%

1.03%
Less
than 16

17

16-20

21-30

31-40

More
than 40

Fifty eight percent of the surveyed workers said that they regularly worked an
average of 31 to 40 hours per week, and 14 percent reported regularly working
more than 40 hours per week. Many surveyed workers reported issues of
non-payment or underpayment of overtime when they worked extra hours
(beyond the 40 weekly hours). Thirty three percent of the survey respondents
said they were paid only at their ordinary rate for their overtime work, and 5
percent said they were not paid at all for overtime.
Overtime Pay

Percent responses to question:
“In the past year, if you worked over 40% hrs/week, were you paid overtime? (n=284)

Yes, I was paid at my ordinary rate

33%

Yes, I was paid at more than my ordinary rate
No, I was not paid
I don’t Know
I did not work more than 40/week in the past year

20%
5%
4%
39%

“They [regularly] pay me $8.75 [per hour] in cash
which is unfair, and they do not pay for overtime. I
work over 50 hours per week, and they have yet to
increase my wage.”
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Paid Sick Leave and Other Time-off
Regulations
Forty-nine percent of the almost 300 workers surveyed under this study
reported that they were unaware of the New Jersey law that requires all
employers allow workers to earn ﬁve paid sick days a year. These ﬁndings
show slightly higher unawareness among laundromat workers than other
New Jersey workers. A Fall 2020 Eagleton Survey, found that forty-two
percent of New Jersey employed residents had not heard of the NJ Earned
6
Sick Leave law.

Awareness of Paid Sick Leave Rights
(n=301)

Under New Jersey’s Earned Sick Leave law, which became eﬀective on
October 29, 2018, employers can provide the ﬁve annual paid sick days a year
up front or they can require workers to earn 1 hour for every 30 hours worked.
New Jersey’s Earned Sick Leave law covers most workers, regardless of
immigration status, as well as part-time and seasonal workers.
6. Simone, S., Starace, J., and Bacani, K. Fall 2020 Eagleton Omnibus Survey Family Leave Insurance and Earned Sick Leave Results.
Rutgers University, Edward J. Bloustein School of Planning and Public Policy. Memo. Feb. 3, 2020

19

Under the law, employers must provide each employee written notice of their
right to earned sick leave, include the start and end dates of the beneﬁt year,
and provide this notice in English and in workers’ primary language.
On the ﬂip side, despite the fact that just over half of laundromat workers are
aware of the NJ Earned Sick Leave law, only 2 percent reported having
received paid sick days from their employers. This is likely the result of fear of
retaliation by employers. The need for paid sick leave most surely increased
during the pandemic, especially considering that a single instance of
quarantine for a possible COVID-19 exposure, would require two weeks of
leave. While the NJ Earned Sick Leave law prevents employers from retaliating
against workers for requesting or using earned sick leave, without strategic
and robust enforcement of the law, many workers fear the threat of adverse
action for voicing or exercising their rights. Additionally, 45 percent of the
survey participants reported not receiving any type of time oﬀ, paid or unpaid.
Moreover, 11 percent reported that they were not allowed to take breaks
during the workday.

“There are days where I can’t ﬁnd 15 minutes to rest. I
don’t get a break and they only pay me 9 dollars per
hour for over 45 hours without any overtime pay”
-

ONLY 2% OF SURVEYED WORKERS RECEIVED
PAID SICK DAYS

-

45% REPORTED NOT RECEIVING ANY TYPE OF
TIME-OFF, PAID OR UNPAID

-

11% SAID THEY WERE NOT ALLOWED TO TAKE
BREAKS – NJ LAW REQUIRES BREAKS ONLY FOR
WORKERS YOUNGER THAN 18
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Safety and Health Issues
Laundromat workers regularly experience a range of health and safety hazards
in their workplaces, including exposure to toxic chemicals, human and animal
pathogens and allergens, heavy lifting, and slippery ﬂoors; and performing
tasks that require repetitive movements. In addition to these routine workplace
health hazards, workers also have experienced exposure to risks of contracting
COVID-19.
Laundry workers also face personal safety risks because they have to work
night shifts, often by themselves, or because they are usually the only
employees on site, and are therefore vulnerable to robberies or assault as
many of the laundromats are located in relatively isolated areas (commercial or
industrial). Employers are not always sensitive to the workers’ concerns about
workplace safety, as two percent of the surveyed workers reported that their
employer actually retaliated against them because they raised concerns about
unsafe conditions at work, or because they refused to work during the
pandemic.

“A man stormed into the laundromat followed by two
other men who were wielding bats. [The two men]
started beating the ﬁrst man, who was by then hiding
under some chairs. We [the workers] were in schock,
but we told them to leave. Then we called the police,
but the men had already left...it was horrible.”
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Health and Safety Risks Reported by Workers
Heavy Lifting

% of Responses

55.2%

Exposure to chemical products such as bleach, clorox,
and detergents

88%

Slippery or hazardous ﬂoors

21%

Repetitive movements

66%

Exposure to human pathogens, animal fur on clothes, etc.)

74%

Exposure to COVID-19 risks

56%

n=295

Laundromat workers also experience lingering health issues related to their
job duties and safety hazards at their workplaces. Nearly 50 percent of
surveyed workers reported suﬀering from health issues related to their job at
the laundromat, with the most common issue being muscle pain and
allergies.

“There are days where I can’t ﬁnd 15 minutes to rest.
I don’t get a break and they only pay me 9 dollars per
hour for over 45 hours without any overtime pay”

22

Health Issues Experienced by Workers as a Result of
their Laundromat Job Duties
Respiratory problems

% of Responses

55.2%

Allergies

88%

Skin Conditions

21%

Muscle Pain

66%

Emotional / Mental health challenges

74%

n=295

Personal Safety Risks

% of Responses

Felt at risk because they work late at night

6%

Felt at risk because they had been the only employee at
the workplace

18%

Felt at risk because they were asked to attend the parking
lot
Felt at risk because of other aspects of their job duties

1%
10%

n=296

“Customers bring clothes with cockroaches, animal
hair, and other things”
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COVID-19 Impacts
Additionally, as NJ laundry workers were deemed essential workers during the
pandemic, they continued showing up to their workplaces and thereby
exposing themselves to the risks of contracting or transmitting the virus. About
forty percent of the workers surveyed under this study reported that someone
in their family, friends, or co-workers had died from COVID-19. Eleven percent
said that they had been ill or had a suspected case of COVID-19.
The majority of the surveyed workers reported that their employers’ complied
with the protective measures required by New Jersey State, and 96 percent
reported that most customers did wear masks. However, workers also
reported that employers did not provide PPE in adequate quantities, to the
point that they (the workers) had to buy their own. Additionally, 20 percent of
surveyed workers reported that employers provided no protective gear at all,
and 42 percent said they regularly bought protective gear with their own
money.

“One customer became very aggressive when told to
wear a facemask. The person started hitting the
machines and throwing insults”

24

Measures taken by Laundromats to protect
employees from Covid-19

% of Responses

Provide personal protective equipment

74%

Required social distance

84%

Allowed time for handwashing

77%

Required customers to wear facemasks

79%

Implementing measures to clean and disinfect workplace

77%

Other

2%

n=296

An issue of concern for the workers was that many employers required
them to show up to work during the pandemic even if they were not
feeling well. About 4 percent of surveyed workers reported that their
employers required them to work even if they were feeling unwell or if
they raised concerns about exposure to the virus.

“Yes, I felt discriminated by the customers… because
of the pandemic they become aggressive.”
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Percent of workers who purchased
protective gear out of pocket
(n=282)

“I am scared to get sick because of all the risks I am
exposed to. Different people enter every day and my
employers only provide one facemask each week. I
have to buy them in order to be ok.”

Being exposed to COVID-19, in addition to all the other health hazards
they normally face in their workplace, represents a severe challenge for
this workforce because of their limited access to health care. Fifty
percent of surveyed workers reported that they do not currently have
health insurance. About 17 percent reported that they have Medicaid,
and about 21 percent reported that they have other insurance from the
NJ State marketplace.
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The consequences of this lack of access to health care were only exacerbated
during the pandemic. As immigrants and people of color, laundry workers
expressed concerns about their ability to access health care if they required
medical attention during the pandemic. Forty seven percent of the surveyed
workers said they could not cover the costs of care, 39 percent said they were
afraid of facing discrimination, and 46 percent feared receiving substandard
care. Previous research found that immigration enforcement had a chilling
eﬀect that prevented immigrants from seeking care, as many feared that
accessing public health care would exposed them to immigration authorities
7
or would impact their immigration status.
Laundry Workers’ Concerns over medical attention

% of Responses

Not being able to cover the costs

47%

Face Discrimination

39%

Received Substandard Care

46%

Other

12%

n=296

7. Make the Road New Jersey (2020). Essential and Excluded: A Survey of Immigrants in New Jersey under COVID-19.
https://www.maketheroadnj.org/report_essential_and_excluded
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Essential, Yet still Invisible and
Excluded
Laundry workers suﬀered the eﬀects of the closing of the economy during the
pandemic, and most weathered this crisis without any kind of safety net, and
without economic relief from the state or federal government. More than 20
percent of surveyed workers reported that COVID-19 had caused them to take
unpaid time oﬀ from work or give up a job in order to provide childcare,
remote-learning, or home-schooling support.
Twenty ﬁve percent of survey respondents said they experienced lay-oﬀs
during the pandemic. Of these, 16 percent said they received unemployment
insurance, 15 percent said they received Pandemic Unemployment Assistance
(PUA: extra $600 per week), and 69 percent said they did not qualify for
unemployment insurance.
Laundry Workers’ Unemployment Assistance during
the Pandemic

% of Responses

Received UI during short spell of unemployment

16%

Received PUA (extra $600 weekly)

15%

Did not qualify for UI

69%

n=75
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About 50 percent of surveyed workers reported that they did not receive a
government stimulus check. In many cases, laundry workers have not
qualiﬁed for economic relief because of their immigration status. The NJ
Excluded Workers Fund was established by Governor Murphy to address this
8
issue. However, the funding is limited to $40 million to provide relief for
20,000 to 30,000 undocumented immigrants and workers who could not
claim unemployment beneﬁts and stimulus checks. Advocates consider this
funding utterly inadequate, as it is estimated that there are 460,000
undocumented immigrants living in NJ, who contributed more than $600
million in state and local taxes and $1.3 billion to the state unemployment
9
fund in the last ten years.

“I feel that I am invisible… that we are taken for
granted. I have always taken pride in my work, and I
never felt that my work is less important than other
people’s work. But, it hurts to see how we are
disrespected and ignored.”

8. Garcia, D. (2021). New Jersey Approves Fund for Undocumented Immigrants and Excluded Workers. Documented. Posted on May
10, 2021, 7:16am EDT.
https://documentedny.com/2021/05/10/new-jersey-approves-fund-for-undocumented-immigrants-and-excluded-workers/
9. Kapahi, V. (2020). Unemployment Insurance Taxes Paid by Undocumented Workers Top $1 Billion. Report. New Jersey Policy
Perspective. June 2020.
https://www.njpp.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/NJPP-Report-Unemployment-Insurance-Taxes-Paid-by-Undocumented-W
orkers-Tops-1-Billion-June-2020.pdf ; Nieto-Muñoz, S. (2021). Murphy considers $40M for undocumented Workers. Immigrant groups
call it ‘insulting.’ NJ Advance Media. Posted Apr 15, 2021.
https://www.nj.com/politics/2021/04/murphy-considers-40m-for-undocumented-workers-immigrant-groups-call-it-insulting.html
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Harassment and Discrimination
Issues
About 13 percent of the survey participants reported having experienced some
form of harassment or hostility in the workplace, including oﬀensive jokes,
threats or intimidation, insults or put downs, and even physical assault. Of
those who reported harassing conduct, the majority (89%) identiﬁed customers
as the source of this conduct.

Harassment Experienced by Laundry Workers
(n=297)

Threats / Intimidation

11%

Insults or Put-downs

9%

Racial Slurs

7%

Offensive Jokes

6%

Physical Assaults
Sexual Harassment
Other

4%
1%
2%
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In addition, 13 percent of the surveyed workers experienced some form of
discrimination based on national origin, race, gender, or other factors. In these
cases, workers again identiﬁed customers as the source of the discriminatory
conduct.
As with reporting of harassment and violent behavior in the workplace,
discrimination is also a sensitive topic, and is likely to be underreported even in
anonymous surveys. Thus, these survey results on harassment and discrimination
might not reﬂect the extent and severity of these issues

Discrimination in the Workplace based on:

%

Race

7%

Religion

1%

Gender

2%

National Origin

3%

Age

1%

Sexual Orientation
Immigration / Citizenship Status

0.3%
4%

(n=297)

“One time a client hit me so hard they sent me to the
hospital”
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Conclusions and Recommendations
The ﬁndings from this study have important implications for
policymaking and advocacy aimed at improving the working and
living conditions of laundromat workers in New Jersey.
Conclusions derived from this study include the following:
This workforce comprises largely immigrant women working alone or with
one other female co-worker in relatively isolated establishments, which
makes them highly vulnerable to harassment and violent behavior,
without any personal safety or protection system.
Laundry workers are likely to experience wage theft in part because of
lack of awareness about their workplace rights, and because of fear of
employer retaliation. The workers’ lack of awareness about their
workplace rights is due in part to the absence of posters about worker
rights at the laundromats, but also largely because of the dearth of
outreach eﬀorts to provide education about labor rights in low wage
sectors of the economy and in underserved communities.
As these workers were deemed essential during the pandemic, they
became more exposed to the virus than most workers, but they largely
lack access to health care coverage. Additionally, immigrant workers are
often hesitant to seek care because of fear of immigration enforcement or
fear of discrimination. This issue needs attention to protect the health of
the workers, their families, and the broader community.
Despite being members of disproportionately aﬀected communities
during the pandemic, most laundry workers did not receive adequate if
any government relief.
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Based on these conclusions, this report advances
the following recommendations for policymakers
and stakeholders’ consideration:
Increase the capacity of the Department of Labor Wage and Hour Division
to properly investigate and eﬀectively enforce labor laws.
Ensure accountability for violations by applying penalties when employers
do not comply with obligations such as posting information in multiple
languages regarding workers’ rights and protections. Prioritize strategic
enforcement and partnerships with local worker organizations.
Fund trusted community partners/groups to inform workers of their
rights, and to empower them to exercise their rights in their workplaces.
Invest in public messaging campaigns to increase awareness of the NJ
Earned Sick Leave law.
Support the implementation of site safety training (OSHA) that would
address the speciﬁc issues that laundromat workers face, including toxic
chemicals, ergonomics, and human pathogens, among others. Emphasize
employer responsibility in this area and promote safety awareness among
employers.
Provide training in conﬂict resolution and de-escalation to workers and
employers to address the pervasive workplace violence in the industry.
Support research to identify best practices for workplace security
programs or systems, which could respond to emergency alerts issued by
workers. Require that at least two workers be assigned for night shifts.
Promote employer and consumer awareness about the importance of
protecting workers’ personal safety.
Support increasing funding for pandemic relief for Excluded Workers, and
promote increased access and quality of care for immigrants regardless
of their immigration status.
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Laundry Workers Center’s
Call to Action
The ﬁndings of this report show us the dangerous conditions and the
labor violations experienced by workers in the retail laundromat
industry. While our recommendations help to improve these
conditions, recommendations only succeed if workers ﬁght for these
improvements, and organize.

Laundry Workers know best what they need to have a decent job. Our
rights as workers are directly linked to our communities' ability to
thrive. To combat inequality, Laundry Workers Center develops
immigrant worker leaders to organize, dismantle oppressive structures
and strengthen community-led social justice initiatives. Only by
empowering leaders from marginalized communities and rooting the
struggle in political consciousness, leadership and solidarity, may we
dismantle the systems that oppress us. We are providing the training
and resources so that laundromat workers can take a stand and
organize to transform their industry for the better.

We are making a call to legislators and consumers. We need to come
together and pay attention to these public community spaces like
laundromats. We need to take action! It is our duty to make sure these
workers are working under good conditions and that we are providing
respectful and digniﬁed treatment.
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Appendix: List of Cities and Townships
visited for Site Observations
Asbury Park
Audubon
Avenel
Bayville
Beachwood
Belleville
Bergenﬁeld
Bernardsville
Bloomﬁeld
Bradley Beach
Brick Twnsp
Bridgewater
Butler
Camden
Cliffside Park
Clifton
Dover
Dumont
Dunellen
East Orange
East Windsor
Eatontown
Edison
Elizabeth
Elmwood
Englewood
Ewing Twnsp
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Fair Haven
Fair Lawn
Fairview
Farmingdale
Flanders
Fort Lee
Freehold
Garﬁeld
Glen Rock
Guttenberg
Hackensack
Hackettstown
Haledon
Hamilton
Harrison
Hawthorne
Hillside
Hope
Irvington
Iselin
Jersey City
Keansburg
Kearny
Kenvil

Lakehurst
Lakeview
Lakewood Twnsp
Landing
Lawrence Twnsp
Lexington
Lindenwood
Little Falls
Little Ferry
Lodi
Long Branch
Madison
Maple Shade
Maplewood
Matawan
Mendham
Montclair
Morristown
Mt Arlington
Neptune
New Brunswick
New Milford
New Providence
Newark
North Arlington
North Bergen
North Brunswick
North Plainﬁeld

Oakhurst
Ocean
Old Bridge
Orange
Palisades Park
Parsippany
Passaic
Paterson
Pennsauken
Perth Amboy
Phillispburg
Pine Hill
Plainﬁeld
Point Pleasant
Pompton Lake
Red Bank
Ridgewood
Rockaway
Roselle Park
Runnemede
Scotch Plains
Somerset
Somerville
South amboy
South Plainﬁeld
South River
Spotswood
Springﬁeld

Teaneck
Totowa
Trenton
Union City
Waldwick
Washington
Wayne
West Caldwell
West New York
West Orange
Wharton
Woodbridge
Woodcliff Lake
Woodland Park

Laundry Worker’s Center
47 Cleveland St, Orange, NJ,
07050 347-829-6748
laundryworkerscenter@gmail.com

