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Henry Saenz is technically retired but has been working part-time for the city 
of Austin as a facility service representative at the Austin Convention Center 
since 2006. In that time, his hourly pay has gone from $9 an hour to $15 an 
hour. 

Saenz lives with his 98-year-old mother and doesn’t have to pay rent, which is 
how he affords to stay in the city, he said. When his mother dies and his family 
sells the house, he’ll have to move, he said. 
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“I hate to leave this town, but I just can't afford to live here,” Saenz said. “I can 
imagine how hard it is for someone who doesn't have the advantages that I've 
experienced, whose money has to go to rent.” 

In his role with Central Texas Interfaith, a local advocacy group, Sanez has 
been among those calling on the city to pay all its employees at least $22 per 
hour. 

Austin City Council member Vanessa Fuentes has put forward a proposal to 
raise the minimum pay for city staff. The measure is scheduled to be discussed 
at Thursday’s City Council meeting. A number of council members expressed 
support for raising wages, but several also voiced concerns about the costs and 
the impact of wage compression on higher paid workers.  

Fuentes’ resolution calls for raising the minimum pay for a city employee to 
$22 an hour, not including for “sworn employees” like police officers and 
firefighters whose compensation is determined through separate contracts. If 
$22 an hour isn’t feasible, the resolution calls for whatever increase the city’s 
budget would allow. 

The Living Wage Working Group — an entity created by the City Council — 
put out a memo estimating it would cost $18.2 million to $22.8 million for the 
next fiscal year to raise the pay of all city employees to $22 an hour. The 
current lowest wage for city workers is $15 per hour.  

Fuentes said raising the pay for city workers is a priority, in part 
because longer the city waits to take action the more workers it will lose and 
the wage gap it faces will continues to widen.  

“This isn't just unique to the city of Austin. Many industries are feeling the 
labor shortage," Fuentes said. "And so what we need to do as a city to ensure 
that we remain competitive is to raise the wage?" 

Council members Ann Kitchen, Chito Vela, Kathie Tovo and Pio Renteria have 
co-sponsored the resolution. 
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Vela said $22 an hour for all city workers is probably unrealistic for this 
budget cycle, but said the city should commit to raising pay for the lowest-paid 
employees in the city and working to raise the wage overall.  

“I want basically every extra dollar that the city has to raise wages at the lower 
end. We’ve got to get our $16 an hour, $17 an hour employees up to as high as 
we can,” Vela said. “I think that has to be a start for basically a steady rise to 
get everybody above $20 an hour and hopefully to $22 an hour as soon as 
possible. But I think that's going to be more like a two- to three-year process.” 

City Manager Spencer Cronk said that it is difficult for the city to raise wages 
because of a property tax limit the state passed in 2021. This cap prevents 
cities from levying taxes that would result in collections 3.5% greater than the 
previous year, not including new properties built, without voter approval.   

‘We can’t afford to pay poverty wages’ 

The council last voted to raise minimum city pay from $11.39 to $16.83 an 
hour over five years in 2015. The city reached $15 an hour in 2018 but partly 
because of the financial impacts of the coronavirus pandemic, the city hasn’t 
raised the minimum staff wage beyond $15 an hour. The state minimum wage 
has stayed at $7.25 an hour, the same as the federal minimum wage.  

Carol Guthrie, head of the employee union that represents many of the city's 
employees and a member of the living wage working group, told the council 
during a recent meeting that the city is losing employees because of pay and 
the demands of public sector jobs. 

“We know that the employees are doing more with less, we know they are 
working mandatory overtime, we know that we have employees working out of 
their classification,” she said. “We cannot do anything about inflation, we can’t 
do anything about what it costs to fill up your car. But the one thing you can 
do, you can give your employees the wages needed to survive in this economy.” 
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Jeremy Hendricks, a representative of the Southwest Laborers’ District 
Council, said if the city raises the staff minimum wage it will have a ripple 
effect on other low-wage workers. This is partly because the city requires 
contractors, such as construction companies, to pay their employees the city 
minimum wage for city projects.  

“We have a lot of competition in the market when it comes to construction. 
There are huge projects coming up and it’s getting harder and harder to find 
workers because they can’t afford to live here and we can’t afford to pay 
poverty wages anymore,” Hendricks said.  

‘People are moving out of Austin’ 

Council member Paige Ellis said for her it’s not a matter of if the city raises its 
pay floor, but how it goes about doing it.  

Renteria brought up the number of lower wage workers who are moving away 
and leaving jobs because of rising housing costs — the cost of a one bedroom 
apartment in Austin was up over 30% in May compared to last year. 

“People are moving out of Austin. They cannot afford to live here. These are 
your workers. And they are not going to come back to Austin for no $15 an 
hour, forget it,” Renteria said. “If we don’t build (more) homes, we’re not 
going to have a labor force here and we’re going to be here arguing about $25, 
$30 an hour in the next two or three years.” 

Potential impact on city budget 

The council also discussed what trade-offs raising employees' pay would mean 
for the city's budget. Council Member Mackenzie Kelly said it is important to 
not to let other city projects, like expanding housing for people experiencing 
homelessness, suffer in order to fund higher wages. 
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Council Member Alison Alter said she wants to better understand what it 
would take to reach a $22 an hour minimum wage. 

“The trade-offs might involve people losing their jobs when we start cutting 
things. Or it might be that we can’t increase the number of EMS professionals 
or police or fire and then we create extra burdens in those areas,” she said. 
“I’m not prepared to make a decision until I know what those trade-offs are.” 

Alter also raised concerns about wage compression, which occurs when the 
lowest wage workers are given raises but the higher-wage workers are not.  

“A $7 increase is a 40% increase for those who are at the lowest level,” Alter 
said. “But what does that mean for somebody who is making $30 who is 
maybe very valuable to the city and very critical? We have a responsibility to 
be looking at this question and its ramification all across the spectrum.” 

Cronk said he will present council members a wage proposal that includes 
information about increasing staff to $22 an hour, across the board wage 
increases and other compensation recommendations from staff. He said he 
plans present a draft budget in mid July — the budget has to be approved in 
August because it sets the tax rate for residents. 

Fuentes said she thinks raising wages is both a practical step to allow the city 
to retain workers and an obligation the city has to be a good employer. 

“By raising the floor and lifting our starting wages for all of our city employees, 
it would make a big difference,” Fuentes said. "It would ensure that our city of 
Austin employees know that we are hearing that we are seeing that the city is 
becoming less affordable, and that we have to do more for our city and our 
workers.” 
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