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Executive Summary 
 
Based on the current jobs available as well as projected job growth, a survey was 
designed to measure the experiences of downtown’s low-wage service workers.  The 
survey sought to understand the experiences of workers in several of the largest low-
wage occupations in the downtown redevelopment area with respect to their wages, 
benefits, working conditions and other factors that influence their overall quality of life.  
Our targeted occupations were retail salespersons, janitors, combined food preparation 
and service workers, parking lot attendants, security guards, and hotel housekeeping 
workers.  We chose these job categories because they are representative of current and 
future trends toward low-wage service sector employment in San Diego (See Figure 1) 
and they represent several of the largest low-wage occupations in the Centre City area.  
For the remainder of this report, “workers” shall refer to the workers in these surveyed 
occupations. 
 
Findings 
Left Behind found that the majority of downtown workers in these occupations are adults 
who are not in school.  They are working long hours for wages below self-sufficiency 
levels, and many are uninsured.  Affordable housing, transportation, health care and low 
wages are the primary challenges faced by low-paid service workers in San Diego. 
 
 
Downtown’s Working Poor:  Adults and Families 

• 59% of workers are either married, have children, or both. 
• 84% of workers are not enrolled in college or school of any kind. 
• Only 2% of workers are high school students. 

 
 
Long Hours, Low Wages 

• The median hourly wage is $8.50 an hour. 
• 65% work more than 40 hours a week.  
• On average, workers have been employed at their current jobs for 3.24 years. 
• 64% of workers do not have paid sick days, 58% do not have paid holidays, and 

54% do not have paid vacation days. 
 
 
High Rates of Uninsured 

• 42% of workers do not have health insurance.  
• 58% of workers have employers who offer health insurance, yet only 34% of 

workers are enrolled. 
• Of those who are not enrolled in employer-offered plans, 58% said this is because 

the insurance is too expensive. 
• The average individual monthly premium for those who are enrolled in employer 

plans is $94.20. 

i



Center on Policy Initiatives  Left Behind 

  

 
Unaffordable Housing 

• 76% of workers are renters, and only 14% are homeowners. 
• The average contribution towards housing paid per month is approximately 

$651.29, or 49% of gross monthly income.   
 
 
Common Commutes 

• 90% of workers do not live downtown. 
• 84% live in the City of San Diego. 
• Over 58% of workers do not live downtown because it is too expensive. 
• 42% of workers rely on public transportation, and 45% commute to work by car. 
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Introduction 
 
Downtown San Diego has changed dramatically in recent years.  In place of abandoned 
buildings and blighted streets, downtown now boasts multi-million dollar condos, trendy 
boutiques and an upscale nightlife.  
 
Downtown’s remarkable transformation is obvious to visitors and residents alike; one 
need only walk down Fifth Avenue on a Saturday night to witness downtown’s economic 
boom in its finest hour.  Lesser known is the extent of the public’s investment in 
downtown’s reinvention.  $800 million in taxpayer-funded subsidies have been channeled 
into downtown development projects over the past 20 years.1 
 
While the transformation continues, massive amounts of public funds are earmarked for 
ambitious private projects in the downtown center.  As a redevelopment area, downtown 
San Diego is obligated by law to remove blight and reduce poverty.  It is worth reviewing 
two relevant sections of California State Redevelopment Law here, as they speak to the 
responsibility of redevelopment to address an interrelated set of conditions that includes 
poverty, health, housing and dependency on public assistance: 
 

33070. The Legislature finds and declares that decent housing and genuine employment 
opportunities for all the people of this state are vital to the State’s future peace and 
prosperity, for all of the following reasons: 

(a) Hazardous, congested, and unsanitary housing debilitates occupants' health 
to the point of impairing motivation and achievement. 
(b) Lack of employment opportunity creates despair and frustration which may 
precipitate violence. 
(c) Unfit housing and lack of employment opportunity depend on each other to 
perpetuate a system of dependency and hopelessness, which drains the State of 
its valuable financial and human resources. 

 
33071. The Legislature further finds and declares that a fundamental purpose of 
redevelopment is to expand the supply of low- and moderate income housing, to expand 
employment opportunities for jobless, underemployed, and low-income persons, and to 
provide an environment for the social, economic, and psychological growth and well-
being of all citizens.2 

 
Given the fundamental purposes of redevelopment under the law, the Center on Policy 
Initiatives decided to examine whether all of downtown’s workers are, as they should be, 
benefiting from redevelopment’s economic metamorphosis.  
 
When we looked first at the types of jobs downtown, we found that more than a third of 
private sector jobs – 15,000 of 43,000 total – pay wages below self-sufficiency levels.3  
Furthermore, we found that many of these low-wage jobs are projected to have the 
greatest absolute job growth countywide through 2008 (see Figure 1).  This growth will 
enlarge the class of workers who struggle to earn a self-sufficient income, find affordable 
housing and access basic health care. 
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Figure 1:  Future Employment Projections: San Diego County 2002-2008 

Occupation Number of Jobs Median Hourly Wage 
(2004) 

Retail Sales 21,220 $9.22 
Food Prep & Food Service 15,930 $7.30 
Cashiers 14,000 $8.37 
Waiters and Waitresses 11,020 $7.47 
Office Clerks 6,630 $11.30 
Janitors & Housekeepers 5,820 $8.99 
Registered Nurses 5,720 $27.84 
Security Guards 5,260 $9.05 
Managers 5,120 $41.36 
Landscaping 4,930 $8.99 

Source: California Employment Development Department 
 
In light of present and projected employment trends, we believe it is important to ask 
several challenging questions of downtown redevelopment:  Are downtown’s service 
workers sharing in the benefits of the redevelopment boom?  Or are they, as employment 
and wage statistics suggest, being left behind by downtown’s wave of economic 
prosperity? 

2
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Downtown’s Working Poor: 
Adults and Families 
 
This survey sought to understand the demographics of the workers who hold downtown’s 
low-paid jobs.  We found that the majority of workers are adults with families who have 
been at their low-wage jobs for several years. 
 
A slight majority of workers (55%) are women.  45% of workers are married, and 55% 
are single.  Fewer workers have children – 38% compared to 62% who are not parents.  
However, 59% live with a larger family unit through marriage, parenthood or a 
combination of both. 
 
Figure 2 
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Figure 3 
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Our study found that 84% of
workers are not students of
any kind.  Furthermore, only
a fraction of workers (2%)
are high school students.
Small percentages are
enrolled in college,
continuing education or
vocational and technical
programs.  In all, only 16%
of workers are enrolled in
educational programs that
will improve their job
prospects. 
 
Despite the common
perception that low-wage
workers spend a limited
amount of time at the
bottom of a career ladder
that permits upward
mobility, the average length
of time workers have been
at their low-wage service
jobs is 3.24 years.  Job
tenure of respondents
ranged from one week to 17
years. 

3
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Robin’s Story 
 
Robin is a security guard in a downtown 
office building and a single-mother of two 
children. Although Robin would like to 
further her education, most of her time is 
spent making ends meet for her family, 
which prevents her from enrolling in 
educational programs.  
 
“It takes 35 minutes to get to work on 
public transportation, and I work eight 
hours a day,” Robin said.  “Raising two 
children and having a very tight budget 
does not allow me the time or money to 
even consider enrolling in school.” 

4
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Long Hours, Low Wages  
 
On the whole, San Diego’s service workers are finding themselves caught between low 
wages and the rising cost of living in San Diego.  In 2003, a report called Making Ends 
Meet by the Center on Policy Initiatives, calculated that a family of four needs just over 
$50,000 a year to afford basic needs.  This amounts to a bare minimum of $12.27 per 
hour for each working parent.  Single adults need to earn $11.38 per hour to get by in San 
Diego.4  These “self-sufficiency” wages are required to meet basic needs without the help 
of any public assistance programs.  Nonetheless, six of the top ten largest occupations in 
the Centre City (downtown) area have average wages of below $9 per hour in 2003, the 
last year for which data is available.5  Our survey found that the median hourly wage 
among surveyed workers is $8.50 per hour (this includes tips/commissions). 
 
Figure 4 
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Figure 5 
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Not surprisingly, most of
the people we surveyed
work more than 40 hours
per week to supplement
their low incomes.  A full
50% reported working
between 40 and 50 hours
each week, while 15%
work between 50 and 80
hours each week.  Less
than 30% of those
surveyed work fewer than
35 hours per week (see
Figure 5). 
 
A substantial number of
workers rely on multiple
jobs or a second income in
order to get by.  Just over
72% of married workers
reported having a spouse
who also works; of those
working spouses, 71% are
employed full time. 

5
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Figure 7 
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The study also looked at
paid sick days offered to
employees to care for
their physical condition
and/or that of their
family members.  A
majority of workers
(64%) have no paid sick
days.  Not only are
workers and their
families working long
hours for low wages,
most lack any form of
paid time off.  Workers
also reported not having
any vacation days (55%)
or holidays (58%). 

Lucero’s Story 
 
Lucero is a retail salesperson in a small shop 
in downtown San Diego.  She is married, has 
an 8-year-old son and is expecting another 
child soon.  She earns $8.00 an hour and has 
worked at the same job for several years.   
 
“There’s no way I could do this on my own 
with what I earn. Even with my husband’s 
income it’s still very difficult for us to make 
ends meet,” Lucero said. “I even do some 
work out of our house on my off-time to make 
sure we are able to pay our bills.” 
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High Rates of Uninsured 
 
Figure 8 
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Figure 9 
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Figure 10 
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In San Diego County, 17%
(289,000 people) of adults
between the ages of 18 and 65
are uninsured.6 The growing
crisis of the uninsured is
particularly apparent among
the low-wage workers
surveyed – 42% have no
health insurance.  34% of
workers reported having
health care through their
employers, while the
remaining 24% of workers
have health care from another
source such as a spouse,
Medi-Cal, or a private plan. 
 
Although the majority of
employers (58%) offer health
plans, prohibitive costs often
deter many workers from
actually enrolling.  Of the
workers who are not enrolled,
58% said this is because the
plan is too expensive.  Among
workers who are enrolled in
their employer’s health plans,
the average individual
monthly out-of-pocket
premium is $94.20. 
 
Where do uninsured workers
and their families turn for
health care? According to the
survey, 54% rely on
community clinics.  Almost a
quarter of workers go across
the border to Tijuana to find
affordable care.  And 17% of
workers rely on emergency
rooms for their health
maintenance. 

7
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 Nase’s Story 

 
Nase is a food service worker at the Greyhound 
bus station downtown. Though her employer 
offers her health care benefits, she cannot afford 
to pay the $160 monthly premium.  As one of 
the many uninsured workers in downtown San 
Diego, Nase and her family rely on an 
emergency room for their health care. 
 
“We have been going to the UCSD emergency 
room whenever we get sick. Fortunately we 
have not had any major problems, but we know 
when we go we will have to wait several hours 
before we can be seen,” Nase said. 
 
“When I do get sick and am not able to work, I 
lose a day’s pay,” she continued.  “My family 
works so hard, I just wish we could afford our 
own health care and have a couple of paid sick 
days.” 

8
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Unaffordable Housing 
 
In 2004, the Fair Market Rents for one-bedroom and two-bedroom apartments in San 
Diego amounted to $939 and $1775, respectively.7  Given their incomes, it is difficult for 
low-wage workers to afford these housing costs.  76% of workers are renters in a variety 
of living situations.  Home ownership is rare, at 14%.  10% of those surveyed have a 
cost-free situation, such as living with parents or relatives. 
 
Figure 11 
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*Other housing situations include workers living with parents or 
relatives, temporary housing or homeless shelters. 
 
Although it may seem reasonable to those who pay considerably more in San Diego, this 
figure represents 49% of the average income of surveyed workers.  This exceeds the 35% 
percent recommended as the maximum housing cost by the Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (see Figure 12).8 
 
Figure 12 
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Few workers live alone and
are responsible for the entire
amount of their rent.  Most
workers are in shared living
situations with family
members or others.  Their
average contribution
towards housing is $651.29
per month, most often as a
portion of the total rent for
their shared residence.   

9
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Figure 13 
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Jennifer’s Story 
 
Jennifer is in retail sales at a small shop in Seaport Village.  She earns $7.00 
an hour. Even though her husband is a Marine, they have found it necessary to 
share an apartment with another couple. The four of them split $1350 a month 
for rent. Soon Jennifer’s husband will ship out on a tour of duty and Jennifer 
will move back home to Utah where she can afford a place to live. 
 
“I like San Diego, but it’s not possible for me to live here while my husband is 
away. Rent is just too expensive,” Jennifer said. “I’ve already found another 
job back home that will pay me more, and I’ll be able to afford my own 
apartment. It’s such a shame that I can’t stay in San Diego.” 

40% of workers live in
households of four or
more people, while a
quarter live with one
other person.  Only
16% of workers live
on their own. 

10
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Common Commutes  
 
Though most workers (84%) live in the City of San Diego, only 10% of workers live in 
the downtown area (defined as the 92101 zip code).  Workers live primarily in central 
San Diego neighborhoods like Logan Heights, North Park and City Heights. 
 

Figure 14 
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Figure 15 
Reasons  for  Not  Living  Downtown
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Figure 16 
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Figure 17 
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When asked why they do
not live closer to the
workplace, most workers
replied that they could not
afford to do so.  A smaller
percentage cited a variety
of other reasons, such as
traffic, crime or they
simply do not like
downtown. 
 
Most workers commute
from areas outside of
downtown.  Our survey
examined how workers
commute and how long
their commute times are.
While 76% of all San
Diegans commute to work
by car, the percentage is
much lower among
surveyed workers (45%).
42% of workers rely on
public transportation,
which gives them an
average commute time of
35 minutes. 

12
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 Lorma’s Story 
 
Lorma is a security guard at a public building 
downtown. She relies on the trolley to commute 
to work from National City.  Earning $8.50 an 
hour, she is not able to afford a reliable car of her 
own. She is also unable to afford to live 
downtown and take advantage of the new housing 
being built. 
 
“The commute from National City takes me an 
hour to get to and from work,” Lorma said. 
“Unfortunately I cannot afford a car of my own 
and my husband and I cannot afford to live 
downtown even though we’d like to. The trolley 
is my only option.” 

 

13
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Conclusion 
 
Downtown San Diego has experienced booming growth in recent years, and significant 
amounts of public dollars have been used to fund that growth.  Although the economic 
benefits of this redevelopment spending are clear, this survey found that many of 
downtown’s low-wage service workers are not sharing in these benefits as the area 
improves and businesses thrive. 
 
Most workers are adults, with families, who are not enrolled in school of any kind.  Their 
average wage of $8.50 per hour is well below San Diego’s self-sufficiency wage of 
$11.38 per hour for a full-time working adult. Many workers must work extra hours, hold 
second jobs, or rely on second incomes to get by.   
 
Health care is hard to come by; 42% of workers are uninsured, and many of these 
workers turn to Tijuana or local emergency rooms for care.  The cost of the plans offered 
by their employers prohibits many workers from enrolling even when it is an option.  
Additionally, the majority of workers do not have any paid sick days, vacation time or 
paid holidays. 
 
Downtown workers are being stretched between low-wage jobs and the high cost of 
housing.  As a result, many workers are finding themselves squeezed out of the 
downtown housing market.  Nevertheless, the average contribution towards housing 
approaches half of the average total income, which exceeds federal guidelines for 
affordability.  Shared housing is common. 
 
Most workers commute from neighborhoods within City limits, however, the vast 
majority of workers do not live in downtown San Diego. While a slim majority of 
workers drive their own cars to and from work, a nearly equal number rely on public 
transportation.  
 
The challenges faced by downtown’s low-wage work force are many; their prospects, 
few.  It is clear that the redevelopment boom downtown is creating thousands of new 
low-wage service sector jobs.  What remains to be seen is whether these jobs will indeed 
be brought in line with redevelopment’s broader goals, creating “an environment for the 
social, economic, and psychological growth and well-being of all citizens.” If not, 
thousands of new jobs will add to the ranks of the working poor and uninsured even as 
the city prospers, perpetuating an ongoing trend that leaves thousands of workers behind. 

14
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Appendix:  Methodology 
This study relied on two sets of data: (1) a structured interview questionnaire, and (2) unstructured follow-
up interviews with willing respondents.  
 
The first set of data draws from a sample population composed of six occupations that pay below a regional 
self-sufficiency wage for a single adult of $11.38 per hour in San Diego: 

• Retail salespersons 
• Janitors 
• Combined Food Prep and Service Workers 
• Parking Lot Attendants 
• Security Guards 
• Hotel Housekeeping Workers 

These occupations were selected because they represent several of the largest low-wage occupations in the 
Centre City Area.  These are some of the jobs that are projected to grow the most over the next few years in 
San Diego.   
 
Of 43,000 total private sector jobs downtown, 15,000 are in low-wage service industries.  Of these 15,000, 
there are approximately 6,127 people employed in the Centre City Area in the above target occupations.  
We sampled 310 people from this population, or approximately 5%. 
 
The second set of information, workers’ stories, was collected during interviews that followed up on their 
responses to the structured survey instrument.  All data was gathered with the permission of the 
respondents.   
 
Without an existing database of workers available, we purposefully selected the above occupations based 
on the feasibility of interviews and the accessibility of workers given the scope and resources of the survey.  
From this population, a convenience sample was conducted that included workers in the aforementioned 
occupations who worked in the Centre City Community Plan Area in the summer of 2004 when the survey 
was conducted.  Respondents were interviewed with a structured survey questionnaire.  Interviews were 
conducted in both English and Spanish.   
                                                 
Endnotes 
1 Total from Centre City Development Corporation proposed budget 2005 submitted to City Council in 
April 2004, City of San Diego, and additional funds from federal, state, and local economic development 
programs. 
2 California Community Redevelopment Law. 
3  Data on employment in the downtown (Centre City) area is based on Dun and Bradstreet Business 
Information Survey Data, and wages from the Employment Development Department, Labor Market 
Information Division Occupational and Employment Statistics Wage Survey. 
4 Center on Policy Initiatives: Making Ends Meet 2003. 
5 Data on employment in the downtown (Centre City) area is based on Dun and Bradstreet Business 
Information Survey Data, and wages from the Employment Development Department, Labor Market 
Information Division Occupational and Employment Statistics Wage Survey. 
6 UCLA: California Health Interview Survey data for the County of San Diego, 2001. 
7 Housing Information Services Clearinghouse.  Fair Market Rents are established by the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development. 
8 Department of Housing and Urban Development Affordable Housing Guidelines, 2004.  HUD, 
Washington DC. 
 
 




