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O
ne of the biggest questions 
about Arizona’s new minimum-
wage law won’t be answered in
court.

It can’t be. It has to be an-
swered by the people of Arizona.

It is: Why does our society de-
value jobs that involve taking care of the
elderly, the young, the disabled and the
mentally ill?

The court fight launched by business
groups against Arizona’s new, voter-
mandated increase in the minimum
wage was predictable. Business is about
money, not morality.

But the arguments against the initia-
tive show a widespread acceptance of
paying poverty wages to those who care
for the most vulnerable among us.

That should make us all uncomfort-
able — especially those who claim a mor-
al high ground.

In November, voters approved Propo-
sition 206 to boost the minimum wage in-
crementally to $12 an hour by 2020, and
to require paid sick time. 

The first increase, to $10 an hour, went
into effect on Jan. 1.

The Arizona Supreme Court declined
the pleas of business groups, Gov. Doug
Ducey and GOP legislative leaders 
to halt that first raise for the working
poor.

The court will look at the argument to
nix the entire initiative at a later date.

The case against Prop. 206 reveals an
embarrassing institutional disregard for
both the vulnerable and those who care
for them.

After the initiative passed, contrac-
tors who provide services to the state for
abused kids, the developmentally dis-
abled, the elderly and others said they
could go out of business if they follow the
voter mandate to raise wages. 

In other words, those who care for
your most-vulnerable neighbors make
poverty wages.

Few people would tell their co-work-
ers they want the cheapest possible care
for their aged mother or disabled child. 

Yet there was no sustained public out-
cry.

These poverty wages are an accepted
fact and a state badge of dishonor. 

They also became the basis for the
fight against a modest wage hike.

Opponents say raising the state’s 
reimbursement rates to service provid-
ers who need to increase salaries would
create a cost to Arizona, and therefore 
violate the Arizona Constitution’s re-

quirement for ballot measures that re-
quire state spending to have a funding
source.

Prop. 206 specifically excludes the
state from the mandate to raise wages, so
the fight will be about collateral impact
on Arizona’s budget.

It’s no surprise that business is op-
posed to higher wages. 

Or that the party of business, the GOP,
remains philosophically opposed to our

government of the people actually doing
something on behalf of the people.

The court fight is high stakes because
it could kill the hope for a little social jus-
tice in this state.

But the court battle is also a sideshow
distraction from the larger question.

The main event is this very public ac-
knowledgment — and acceptance — of
how little we pay those who care for the
most vulnerable in our society.

Ironically, voters may have approved
raising the minimum wage in the belief
that it would largely help part-time teen-
age or other entry-level workers. 

After all, the business community has
long argued that that nearly all mini-
mum-wage workers are in these limited
groups.

But when the measure passed, the evi-
dence became irrefutable that poverty
wages are the rule for those who help el-
derly parents, disabled friends and chil-
dren in need.

Poverty wages are the rule for those
who are expected to deliver skilled care
to people who are in extremely difficult
circumstances — and to do it in a way
that respects the dignity and humanity
of the people they serve, while protect-
ing the health and safety of those same
people.

That’s not a low-skilled job.
So why don’t we value those who do

this work?
I don’t have an answer. 
But I do have a couple more questions:
Who benefits from perpetuating the

idea that it’s OK to have a class of people
called the “working poor”?

As our society ages and more people
require assistance, what are we pre-
pared to do about the frightening reality
that caring for fragile people is a ticket
to poverty?

Email Valdez at linda.valdez
@arizonarepublic.com; follow on Twitter,
@valdezlinda.

LINDA VALDEZ

The main event in wage sideshow
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The fight over Arizona’s minimum-wage law reveals the extent to which our society devalues
jobs that involve taking care of the elderly, the young, the disabled and the mentally ill.
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The Phoenix Police De-
partment finds itself at the
height of a critical man-
power crisis at the begin-
ning of 2017. Simply put,
the department doesn’t

have enough police officers patrolling
our streets to give you and your family
the 911 emergency response and crime-
free neighborhoods you deserve and de-
mand.

How bad is this crisis? As you read
these words, the city has 2,722 officers,
666 fewer than in 2008 (then 3,388). The
national average for cities with popula-
tions over 250,000 is a ratio of 21⁄2 officers
for every 1,000 citizens. This would
equate to 4,250 officers based on the cur-
rent population of Phoenix.

Brewing since the economic down-
turn of 2008, this crisis has strained the
department and made a dangerous job
far more perilous. It has resulted in tax
dollars wasted on needless overtime.
And most importantly, the city’s lack of
police manpower has made every tax-
payer in every corner of Phoenix less
safe every day.

Until now, the city’s response to pub-
lic safety’s precarious situation has
been, metaphorically speaking, like
slapping a Band-Aid on a deep wound. To
get more officers on the street, supple-
mental overtime shifts were implement-
ed, causing police overtime to soar. 

The Police Department blew through
$10 million of its $11 million overtime
budget in five months. In addition, expe-
rienced detectives were temporarily
punted back to patrol, leaving the public
with a less effective police force.

With overtime in short supply, patrol
squads have been sent to the streets
short-staffed, leaving entire sectors of
the city underserved and frontline cops
at huge risk in confrontations with in-
creasingly violent perpetrators. 

Many sergeants start each shift by
spending hours on the telephone, dialing
to scare up supplemental manpower.

The chief now must move 155 offi-
cers and detectives, along with 14 ser-
geants, out of crucial detective and pa-
trol specialty details to man the front-
lines.

The solution to this crisis will re-
quire a combination of political will
and proper spending priorities. In the
short term, city leaders must bolster
the department budget to undo the or-
ganizational triage that has compro-
mised solving cases and fighting
crime.

In the long term, Phoenix needs to
double down on police hiring. We must
aggressively recruit experienced offi-
cers willing to move from other agen-
cies and send our recruiting team out
of state to seek and hire the best and
the brightest to join the law enforce-
ment ranks. We must stop accepting
this lack of police manpower as a fact
of life and start re-emphasizing the val-
ue of keeping the residents of Phoenix
safe.

Such steps will require real political
leadership — the kind that comes only
when engaged citizens urge their
elected leaders to put aside political
bickering and solve problems deci-
sively and immediately. 

From the city manager and police
chief to our mayor and city council, we
need political vision, strong commit-
ment and a fierce insistence that in
Phoenix our residents must be protect-
ed.

Putting public safety first is more
than a slogan. 

It requires action now, immediately,
before this crisis costs our city not just
peace of mind, but lives — be they citi-
zens or officers — that can never be re-
placed.

Ken Crane is a 27-year veteran of the
Phoenix Police Department. He serves
as president of the Phoenix Law En-
forcement Association. 

MY TURN KEN CRANE

For police, ’17 begins with a crisis
WASHINGTON

Humility is a virtue but
fake humility is a sin, or
ought to be. So let me be-
gin the new year with
full-throated praise of

some people and institutions that sup-
posedly got their comeuppance in No-
vember: the mainstream media, so-
called “coastal elites,” share-the-
wealth liberals, pointy-headed intel-
lectuals and others said to be hopeless-
ly out of touch with the “real America.”

In what too quickly became the con-
sensus view, all of the above were put
in their place by Donald Trump’s nar-
row electoral victory. We unreal Amer-
icans were demonstrated to be clue-
less, the conventional wisdom has
ruled, and now are obliged to slink
away and repent.

All of this is pure rubbish. It’s time
to stop all the self-flagellation and
raise our voices to insist that things
like knowledge, experience, qualifica-
tions and respect for objective fact
still matter — now more than ever.

Let me start with a much-maligned
sector that is near and dear to my
heart: the news media. We have been
accused of causing the whole Trump
phenomenon, failing to notice said
phenomenon was happening, or both.

We did neither. Trump’s campaign
was initially covered as nothing more
than a publicity-seeking stunt, for
good reason: He had a long history of
publicity-seeking stunts. His outra-
geous and inflammatory statements
were reported because they were
newsworthy. His raucous and un-
scripted rallies were, let’s face it, a lot
more interesting to watch than Jeb
Bush’s or Marco Rubio’s. The fact that
Trump got a lot of exposure did not
compel a single voter to support him;
many, in fact, were motivated in the
other direction, to oppose him any way
they could.

Did we fail to recognize and under-

stand the grievances of white, working-
class Trump voters? Not for lack of try-
ing. We interviewed Trump supporters
at the rallies, sent reporters to bereft
Rust Belt cities, profiled individual vot-
ers to understand their personal tra-
vails. The one thing that definitely
would have made media coverage bet-
ter is more October polling in Wiscon-
sin, Michigan and Pennsylvania.

Should liberals be hanging their
heads in shame? No way, as the conser-
vative majorities in the House and Sen-
ate will soon find out. Trump promised
during the campaign to improve and
even expand the social safety net, not
rip it to shreds. He also pledged to spend
$1 trillion on infrastructure projects
and cut everyone’s taxes.

To read Trump’s win as some kind of
sweeping victory for conservatism
would be absurd. Progressive voices,
loud ones, will be needed to hold him ac-
countable. One thing we learned during
the campaign is that Trump’s voters —
unlike many congressional Republicans
— do not necessarily see big govern-
ment as oppressive. They rely on its
help.

Remember that Hillary Clinton won
the popular vote. I point that out not to
delegitimize Trump’s election, but to re-
fute the notion that Trump’s America is
somehow more “real” than mine or
yours or anyone else’s. The America
that supports progressive policies, re-
jects racism and sexism in all their
forms and believes that what critics call
“political correctness” is actually just
common courtesy — that America is
real, too, and needs to make itself heard.

Let’s begin the new year with the
realization that an election was lost, but
not the country — and not our rights as
full participants in the American ex-
periment. Donald Trump is our newly
hired employee. Let’s not hesitate to tell
him what to do.

Eugene Robinson’s email address is
eugenerobinson@washpost.com.
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Now’s the time to raise our voices


