
 
Testimony 

Pennsylvania House Labor Committee Public Hearing 
November 14, 2023 

 
 

Mary Bellman, Ph.D. 
Associate Clinical Professor and Director of Labor Education 

School of Labor and Employment Relations 
The Pennsylvania State University 

 
 

Good morning, Chair Dawkins, Chair Mackenzie, and members of the House Labor & Industry 
Committee. My name is Mary Bellman, and for the past two decades, I have worked as a labor 
educator, leading programs that educate workers about their labor rights to improve 
workplaces and communities. I currently direct an outreach program at Penn State called The 
Labor School that serves the commonwealth through providing low-cost workshops and 
trainings to workers and their organizations.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to testify on HB 1714. Today I will address why employers exploit 
immigrant workers, including children; how ICE reporting requirements would negatively impact 
vulnerable workers and protect unscrupulous employers, and what actions could better hold 
employers accountable for complying with commonwealth labor and employment laws 
designed to ensure safe and fair conditions for all workers.  
 
Early in my career, I learned first-hand about the conditions that drive workers to migrate to 
other countries. Living in Guatemala for several years, I directly supported workers and labor 
unions that sought to improve wages and working conditions; leaders for workplace rights faced 
threats, harassment, and death. In countries with weak rule of law, the possibilities for 
economic and social change are extremely limited. These conditions extend to the present and 
have only worsened,1 which is one reason people make the difficult choice to migrate.  
 
Immigrants migrate for the same reasons any of us move from place to place--for better 
employment opportunities; to be closer to family; for safety and security, whether that’s from 
natural disasters or threats to physical safety; and for a better quality of life. In recent years, an 
increasing number of migrant youths have entered the United States under desperate 
circumstances. Many are eligible for asylum protection but have ended up among the 1.6 million 
people caught up in a record-high backlog of asylum claims awaiting processing or hearing dates, 
with claims taking years to adjudicate.2  
 
In the meantime, many unaccompanied minors are sent to live with relatives or other sponsors. 
In our broken immigration system, youth and adults awaiting processing of their asylum claim 
are in limbo without access to work permits for many months and sometimes years, leaving 
them impoverished and desperate to accept work of any kind to pay for necessities like food and 

 
1 https://www.globalrightsindex.org/en/2023/countries/gtm 
2 Transaction Records Clearinghouse (TRAC). 2022. A Sober Assessment of the Growing U.S. Asylum Backlog. 
December 2022. 

https://trac.syr.edu/reports/705/


rent, as well as repay debts to sponsors or help support family members in their countries of 
origin.3 
 
Too many employers have shown they are willing to enhance their profits by exploiting the 
vulnerable position of new immigrants entering the U.S. labor market, and especially migrant 
youth. For example, the common practice of using staffing agencies to distance primary 
employers from their workers shields companies from accountability while supplying a steady 
stream of low-wage, vulnerable workers including migrant youth. As detailed in comprehensive 
investigations by Reuters last December, staffing agencies helped auto parts factories in the 
Hyundai/Kia supply chain recruit and hire desperate migrant youth for hazardous manufacturing 
jobs, utilizing a network of firms to cover their tracks.4  
 
Today we are seeing a dramatic, troubling increase in employers violating child labor laws in the 
United States. The most recent US Department of Labor data on child labor violations showed 
5,792 minors employed in violation of child labor laws in fiscal year 2023, an 88 percent increase 
since 2019.5  Some of these cases involve ruthless employers recruiting and hiring vulnerable 
migrant youth for low-wage jobs in factories, meatpacking plants, or construction sites. Major 
media stories this year have documented the hazardous conditions and long hours children are 
working in some of these jobs, including overnight shifts that interfere with school attendance.6  
 
These conditions are shocking and unacceptable in the twenty-first century United States, and 
we should act quickly to enforce and strengthen our child labor laws to deter employers from 
these types of abuses. When these horrific conditions continue unchecked, children’s health and 
education are significantly harmed; employers who follow labor laws are undermined by 
competition from those who flaunt our laws; and standards decline for all U.S. workers with the 
exploitation of the most vulnerable. 
 
We know that enforcement agency data and media reports provide just a glimpse of a larger 
problem, because many violations are never reported or investigated, and workers often fear 
employer retaliation for speaking up about workplace abuses. Unfortunately, HB 1714 will not 
accomplish the goal of improving our enforcement systems and could make things worse. 
 
Many violations already go unreported and uninvestigated because workers fear losing their jobs 
or facing immigration-based retaliation (and other potential reporters also recognize this risk). 
Adding ICE reporting will only exacerbate these fears and further reduce reporting, sending a 
signal to employers that they can violate the law with impunity. This would worsen the already 
considerable imbalance of power between migrant youth and corporations who avoid 
responsibility for these labor practices, and one unintended consequence may be an increase in 
child labor violations due to fears of reporting.   

 
Even when employers are found in violation, the penalties are so low as to have no deterrent 
effect on law-breaking, and they know they can simply replace workers who are found to be 

 
3 Workie, Essey, Lillie Hinkle, and Stephanie Heredia. 2022. The Missing Link Connecting Eligible Asylees and Asylum 
Seekers with Benefits and Services. Migration Policy Institute, July 2022 
4 https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/usa-immigration-hyundai/ 
5 https://www.dol.gov/agencies/whd/data/charts/child-labor 
6 https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/25/us/unaccompanied-migrant-child-workers-exploitation.html 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/mpi_asylee-asylum-seeker-benefits-2022_final.pdf
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/mpi_asylee-asylum-seeker-benefits-2022_final.pdf


employed illegally with other migrant youth who are compelled by economic desperation to 
work low-wage, dangerous jobs. Rather, the consequences of reporting victims of child labor law 
violations to ICE would exacerbate the harm they have already endured and would not change 
the structural issues fueling migration.  
 
To protect immigrant and youth workers, there are several steps the commonwealth could take 
to increase labor standards and reduce unacceptable labor practices.7 These include:  

• Increase funding for the Department of Labor and Industry’s Bureau of Labor Law 
Compliance to investigate complaints of labor law violations. 

• Increase penalties for employers that violate the Child Labor Act and other labor laws to 
increase employer compliance and deter lawbreakers.  

• Allow victims to sue for damages, which would incentivize reporting and help all victims, 
like recent legislation passed in Colorado.8 

• Support multilingual education and media campaigns to ensure all workers know their 
rights. For immigrant youth workers, equip schools and community organizations with 
information about child labor protections so that individuals know what to do when 
they suspect exploitation. For example, California has passed legislation to ensure high 
school students learn about workplace and union rights.9 

• Bring child labor laws in agriculture in line with standards for non-agricultural 
employment. Currently, youth working in agriculture have fewer protections than other 
young workers.  

• Raise the minimum wage for all Pennsylvania workers and eliminate the sub-minimum 
wage for youth workers. Raising the floor for those who earn the least would reduce 
exploitation that leads to long working hours.  

 
To protect vulnerable child workers in Pennsylvania, we will need to change the incentives for 
employers who take advantage of this susceptible population. The federal backlog in extending 
work permits to asylum seekers disadvantages migrant workers and youths in exercising their 
labor rights, and HB 1714 does not alleviate those hardships. I thank the committee for your 
time and efforts to prevent the mistreatment of child workers in Pennsylvania.  

 

 

 
7 https://www.epi.org/publication/child-labor-laws-under-attack/ 
8 https://www.epi.org/blog/as-some-states-attack-child-labor-protections-other-states-are-strengthening-
standards/ 
9 https://www.epi.org/blog/as-some-states-attack-child-labor-protections-other-states-are-strengthening-
standards/ 


