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city hits
streets
with toilet
paper
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By PETER SALTER

An extra $30 a week
Yes, Lincoln, that does look
like toilet paper sticking to the
cracked city streets.
Because it is. Standard-issue, single-ply.
And it’s allowing repair
crews to cover many more
miles of road than in the past.
“We got a lot more accomplished this fall than we have
in a long time, because we decided to take a chance on this,”
said Clay Engelman, a district
supervisor in the city’s street
and traffic operations division.
A crack in a street can fill
with water, and that water can
freeze and expand and produce
potholes. To prevent that, the
city seals the cracks with tar.
But it can take as long as 40
minutes for the tar to firm up
enough so it doesn’t splatter
on — and stick to — passing
traffic. That was all down time
for workers, who had nothing
to do but wait for the sealant to
cool before moving to the next
stretch of street.
“With the toilet paper, it’s
instant,” Engelman said. “As
soon as we lay down the tar, we
can lay down the toilet paper
and it takes away the stickiness. It covers it up so cars can
drive on it immediately.”
A city worker slips the paper
onto a long-handled paint roller and follows the trail of tar.
Engelman’s crew can unfurl 24
rolls during a busy work week.
The toilet paper is biodegradable, he said, and washes
away in even a light rain. They
learned from the mistakes of
others not to use two-ply, because the second layer separates and makes a mess.
The use of toilet paper isn’t
a new technique, but Lincoln
had resisted it – largely out
of fear of getting complaints
about its appearance, Engelman said.
“A lot of people were concerned we were going to get
calls from people not liking the
look of it.”
That didn’t happen, although his shop did get a few
calls wondering what they
were using and why.

Minimum wage increase
means that — and more.

Story and photos
by BOBBY CAINA CALVAN
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laudia Felix is a mother of three and
cleans other people’s homes for
minimum wage.
She expects to make 75 cents more for
every hour she works beginning New Year’s
Day, and it can’t arrive soon enough for her.
It may not be much, Felix said, but
Nebraska’s new $8 an hour minimum will
help ease her family’s day-to-day struggles
of putting food on the table, gas in the car
and some money into savings. For families
struggling to keep up with rising expenses,
she said, every cent counts.
“Maybe I can pay off bills. Or I can afford
to buy new clothes and shoes for my kids.
Maybe we can eat out once a week,” said
Felix, whose husband works off and on in
construction.
The rise in Nebraska’s minimum wage
from the federal base of $7.25 an hour to
the new state-mandated wage on Jan. 1 —
then to $9 an hour in 2016 — is intended to
provide a living wage for more than 90,000
people who now make less than $9 an hour.

See Wage, Page a2

Claudia Felix holds son Christopher, 1. Felix, who makes
minimum wage cleaning homes, wants more for her
family.
Reach the writer at 402-473-7254 or
psalter@journalstar.com. On Twitter
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Eric Bluford, 53, makes $8.50 an hour, but he started at the minimum wage more than a decade ago at Randolph Car Wash. The minimum wage in Nebraska is set to go to $8 on Thursday and will increase to $9 in 2016.
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minimum wage cleaning homes, wants more for her
family.

An extra $30 a week

Eric Bluford, 53, makes $8.50 an hour, but he started at the minimum wage more than a decade ago at Randolph Car Wash. The minimum wage in Nebraska is set to go to $8 on Thursday and will increase to $9 in 2016.
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Nebraska’s hike does not
apply to food servers and
other hospitality workers
who rely on tips as a major
part of their income. State
Sen. Jeremy Nordquist of
Omaha is proposing legislation that would fill that hole.
“We know that the wages
for which people work are
fundamental to building
a good life,” said Tiffany
Seibert Jokel of Coalition
for a Strong Nebraska, an
umbrella organization that
backed the minimum wage
increase.
The raise might not seem
like much to those who already earn significantly
more than the minimum,
Jokel said, but it could make
all the difference in the world
for the poorest Nebraskans.
“It probably won’t lift
people into the middle
class,” she said, “but it’s a
start.”
Nebraska has one of the
lowest
unemployment
rates in the country and has
among the highest rates of
two-income households,
she noted.
But despite that, she said,
the state’s poverty rate has
grown.
According to the U.S.
Census Bureau, nearly
240,000 Nebraskans lived
in poverty in 2013; that’s
13.2 percent of the state
population.
“Many families really
don’t have enough income
to meet their basic needs,”
said Beatty Brasch, executive

She can use the additional money from the
raise she’ll be getting at the
laundromat, but Baker isn’t

director of the Center for
People in Need, a Lincolnbased agency that supports
low-income families and
individuals.
For the past eight years,
the center has been conducting surveys of families
who arrive every December
for its annual holiday toy
distribution.
In 2013, more than 1,200
of Lancaster County’s poorest families took part in the
toy giveaway, representing about 17 percent of the
county’s 6,000 families living below the federal poverty
level — many of them living
on minimum wage.
A single mother with one
child would be deemed impoverished by federal standards if she earns less than
$15,510 a year.
“Anybody who’s working
full time should have an income that meets their family’s basic needs,” Brasch
said.
She noted that a fulltime minimum wage job
in 2014 brought in $15,080
a year. Under the state’s
new $8 wage minimum,

about making $7.25 at all,”
Baker said.
“It’s paycheck to paycheck. It’s just an everyday

Continued from A1

■ Wage
proposed a $10.10 national
minimum wage that is unlikely to happen since Republicans, who generally
oppose raising the wage requirement, won control of
both houses of Congress in
November.
Federal inaction has
spurred living-wage advocates in an increasing number of states, including Nebraska, to push for increases
in the mandatory minimum.
In November, minimumwage hikes in Nebraska,
South Dakota, Arkansas and
Alaska easily won approval
by voters. Nebraska’s Initiative 425 won 59 percent of
the vote.
In all, 26 states will have
minimum wages higher than
the $7.25 federal minimum
next year.
Some jurisdictions, most
notably two of the country’s most expensive cities,
San Francisco and Seattle,
approved minimum wages
of $15 an hour — more than
double the current federal
minimum wage.
Hamar Schlomo, who
manages a Mediterranean
eatery in downtown Seattle,
struggles to keep up with
the growing lunch crowds,
prompting him to look for
help. But he worries about
the costs his restaurant will
have to pass on to customers, who shell out $8.50 for
a falafel.
“We’re probably going to
have to raise prices, but we
don’t know yet,” he said.

— Bobby Caina Calvan

expenses.
“I live within my means.”

that amount would rise to
$16,640 and to $18,720 with
the increase to $9 the following year.
The rise in the minimum
wage for 2015 translates to
$30 more a week for those
working full time and earning the current minimum.
What does that buy? It
buys a tank of gas. It almost
pays for a 20-ride bus pass.
And it might cover a week of
groceries.
“Every dollar they earn
makes a big difference,”
Brasch said. “It’s obviously
not enough, but hopefully it
will help them pay for their
rent, their utilities and their
bus fare so they can keep
their jobs.”

Reach the writer at bobbyc@
heartlandproj.org.

LOTTERIES

Powerball (Dec. 27)
7, 10, 11, 14, 36
Powerball: 15
Power Play: 2
Jackpot: $120 million
(No jackpot winner)
Mega Millions (Dec. 30)
3, 7, 44, 63, 67
Mega Ball: 12
Megaplier: 4
Jackpot: $172 million
(Results pending)
Pick 5 (Dec. 30)
12, 20, 29, 31, 38
Pick 3 (Dec. 30)
4, 1, 3
MyDaY (Dec. 30)
1, 1, 70
Neb. 2 by 2 (Dec. 30)
Red: 14, 16 White: 12, 13
On the Web: Visit www.nelottery.com for current and past
winning numbers.

Lactic Chemical Peel

If you see an error in the
Journal Star’s news coverage, we want to know. Call
the city desk at 402-4737306 or 800-742-7315 after
9 a.m. Monday-Saturday
and after 2:30 p.m. Sunday. Email the city editor at
citydesk@journalstar.com. Or
write to Corrections, P.O. Box
81689, Lincoln, NE 68501.

CORRECTIONS

her modest raise.
“I like having more money,” she said at a Lincoln
laundromat earlier this
month. “But am I going to
see any of it if everything
else goes up?”
In fact, customers may
have to insert more quarters into washers and dryers at her laundromat. A
sign posted at the change
machine warns customers about a potential rise in
prices because the owner
will have to begin paying
higher wages to attendants.
Much of the debate has
fallen along partisan lines.
Critics worry that the rise
in the minimum wage will
hurt the very people it is
intended to help by triggering wage inflation that will
in turn prompt businesses
to raise prices on goods and
services — or reduce costs by
cutting back on work hours
or eliminating jobs.
Living wage proponents,
however, point to studies
like the one released over
the summer by the Center
for Economic and Policy
Research.
Using federal labor data
for the 13 states that hiked
minimum wages in the first
part of 2014, the research
center found that the pay
increases did not translate
into fewer jobs but instead
resulted in employment increases in those states after
the rise in pay.
On the national level, President Obama has

According to the National
Employment Law Project,
which supported Nebraska’s wage boost, as many as
143,000 Nebraska workers
— about one in every six —
will benefit from the raise,
including nearly 50,000 who
already make more than $9
an hour but who could also
see modest bumps in pay.
In 2013, 3.3 million Americans earned $7.25 an hour
or less, according to the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics.
Social justice advocates
point to the disproportionate number of minimum
wage earners — about 40
percent — who are black,
Latino or Asian American.
The vast majority of
Americans earning $7.25 an
hour or less — 61 percent
— were women who mostly
work in the retail and hospitality industries, including
restaurants and hotels. More
than a fourth did not graduate from high school.
And many are white
women who unexpectedly
enter the workforce or become caught in a cycle of
poverty.
C.L. Baker counts herself
among them.
Baker gets by on two parttime jobs and said she could
sure use the additional money. But even with the boost
in pay, she doesn’t expect
much to get better. She worries higher prices will eat up
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Natalie Nebelsick’s family founded Randolph Car Wash in 1967. With several employees making minimum wage, Nebelsick is unclear what an increase will mean for the family business.

Questions at the car wash
Randolph Car Wash has
been in Natalie Nebelsick’s
family since her great grandfather opened it in 1967 near
his Oldsmobile dealership.
The business has survived
the ebbs and flows of the
economy. It survived competition from fully mechanized car
washes, and it weathered the
downturn of the Great Recession, she said.
But she worries that the
state’s new minimum wage
law will mean tougher times
ahead.
“We have about 20 employees right now, but we don’t
know what’s going to happen,”
she said.
Nebelsick, 32, works full
time as a cashier, making
$9 an hour — some of that
money she uses to help her
parents pay bills at home.
She doesn’t expect her

pay to rise come Jan. 1, but
a handful of employees —
mostly high school students
who work part time — will
have to be paid 75 cents
more an hour.
She will, however, get a
modest raise at her part-time
job at the downtown movie
theater, where she works
about 20 hours a week for
$7.25 an hour, the current
minimum wage.
On the one hand, she’ll
benefit from the new $8 an
hour minimum wage, she
said.
But her parents have yet to
figure out what the new law
will mean for the family car
wash and whether they’ll have
to raise prices or maybe cut
employees.
“We’re really struggling,”
said Nebelsick. “The economy
really hit us hard, and I don’t

know how (the higher wage
minimums) is going to hit us.”
She lives with her parents
to cut expenses. She contributes at home but tries to
squirrel away some of the
money she earns from her
two jobs.
Most of the employees at
the car wash already make
more than minimum wage.
Eric Bluford, 53, makes $8.50
an hour, but he started at the
minimum wage more than a
decade ago.
He’s not complaining about
the money, he said. He enjoys
the job and bantering with
customers. But if not for his
girlfriend’s paycheck repairing
buses, life would be tough.
“It’s hard, man. I’m lucky I
don’t have to do it alone.”
— Bobby Caina Calvan

Medical bills a challenge
Chris Dyer dropped out of
high school and is discovering just how difficult it can be
living paycheck to paycheck.
In April,
the 21-yearold got a job

immediate future will remain
financially daunting.
Dyer was diagnosed with
severe scoliosis in 2009,
and his medical bills continue to mount. He was
covered under Medicaid until

Dyer doesn’t expect a
raise when the first round
of minimum wage increases
comes Jan. 1. If one does
come, he says, he’s not sure
it will be enough to change

On his 16th birthday,
spurred by a duty to help
ease his family’s financial
struggles, Kak Aiy Ayaj
strode into his neighborhoo
McDonald’s and asked for
job. Months before, he had
been turned away because
the manager told him he
was too young.
“I couldn’t wait,” Ayaj
recalled. “I wanted to start
earning money to help my
dad. We only had enough to
live day by day.”
Even a job that paid only
minimum wage would help,
and he knew working at
McDonald’s wouldn’t last
forever.
He was nearly 9 when he
and his family arrived from
Egypt in 2004 after fleeing
war-torn Sudan years earlie
His father took whatever
work he could find, and his
stepmother found a cleanin
job at a Haymarket hotel.

Career

Claudia Felix was treating
her children to pancakes
and eggs one morning at
a fast-food joint when she
learned the news from a
stranger: Her boss will soo
have to pay her more.
She hadn’t been paying
attention to the news, she
said, but she was glad to
hear it.
Felix cleans homes for a
living, and the extra money
will help.
“I’ll be making more,”
she said in Spanish, “and
I’ll have more money to
pay bills and our daily
expenses.”
Felix has three children
— ages 1, 9 and 17 — and
there isn’t always enough

An ‘

She called it a good life:
a nice car, a comfortable
home and a husband. Then
the marriage crumbled —
she’d rather not get into the

himself, and he wants to go
in part to seek refuge from
“I’ll be making more,”
political strife over immigra- to college.
she said in Spanish, “and
“I want them to have
tion in Arizona.
I’ll have more money to
“Nebraska is much more careers,” Claudia Felix says
pay bills and our daily
of her children, “so they
peaceful — very cold, but
expenses.”
don’t suffer like me cleaning
more peaceful,” she said.
Felix has three children
— Bobby Caina Calvan
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Dyer doesn’t expect a
raise when the first round
of minimum wage increases
comes Jan. 1. If one does
come, he says, he’s not sure
it will be enough to change
his situation.
“I believe it will help, in
some way. But, I don’t think it
goes far enough to help. You
have the state government
trying to stop the expansion
of Medicaid, which would
help people like me get
access to adequate health
care, which would make life
so much simpler.”
Just as important as
higher wage minimums, he
said, are laws protecting
gay, lesbian and transgender
workers from losing their
jobs because of their sexual
orientation.
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Even a job that paid only
minimum wage would help,
and he knew working at
McDonald’s wouldn’t last
forever.
He was nearly 9 when he
and his family arrived from
Egypt in 2004 after fleeing
war-torn Sudan years earlier.
His father took whatever
work he could find, and his
stepmother found a cleaning
job at a Haymarket hotel.

Careers
Claudia Felix was treating
her children to pancakes
and eggs one morning at
a fast-food joint when she
learned the news from a
stranger: Her boss will soon
have to pay her more.
She hadn’t been paying
attention to the news, she
said, but she was glad to
hear it.
Felix cleans homes for a
living, and the extra money
will help.
“I’ll be making more,”
she said in Spanish, “and
I’ll have more money to
pay bills and our daily
expenses.”
Felix has three children
— ages 1, 9 and 17 — and
there isn’t always enough

An ‘e
She called it a good life:
a nice car, a comfortable
home and a husband. Then
the marriage crumbled —
she’d rather not get into the
messy details — and C.L.
Baker moved far away from
everything that had brought
her down.
She spent years away
from her childhood home in
Nebraska. Then, three years
ago, she decided it was time
to return and start anew.
She moved into an apartment on the north side of
Lincoln and found two jobs,
cleaning homes and folding
clothes at a laundromat,
each providing part-time
hours at minimum wage.
She can use the additional money from the
raise she’ll be getting at the
laundromat, but Baker isn’t

Nebraska’s hike does not
apply to food servers and
other hospitality workers
who rely on tips as a major
part of their income. State
Sen. Jeremy Nordquist of
Omaha is proposing legislation that would fill that hole.
“We know that the wages
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Every dollar adds up

BY CAINA CALVAN/For the Lincoln Journal Star

7. With several employees makl mean for the family business.

car wash

know how (the higher wage
minimums) is going to hit us.”
She lives with her parents
to cut expenses. She contributes at home but tries to
squirrel away some of the
money she earns from her
two jobs.
Most of the employees at
the car wash already make
more than minimum wage.
Eric Bluford, 53, makes $8.50
an hour, but he started at the
minimum wage more than a
decade ago.
He’s not complaining about
the money, he said. He enjoys
the job and bantering with
customers. But if not for his
girlfriend’s paycheck repairing
buses, life would be tough.
“It’s hard, man. I’m lucky I
don’t
have to do it alone.”
y

— Bobby Caina Calvan

hallenge
Dyer doesn’t expect a
raise when the first round
of minimum wage increases
comes Jan. 1. If one does
come, he says, he’s not sure
it will be enough to change
his situation.
“I believe it will help, in
some way. But, I don’t think it

On his 16th birthday,
spurred by a duty to help
ease his family’s financial
struggles, Kak Aiy Ayaj
strode into his neighborhood
McDonald’s and asked for a
job. Months before, he had
been turned away because
the manager told him he
was too young.
“I couldn’t wait,” Ayaj
recalled. “I wanted to start
earning money to help my
dad. We only had enough to
live day by day.”
Even a job that paid only
minimum wage would help,
and he knew working at
McDonald’s wouldn’t last
forever.
He was nearly 9 when he
and his family arrived from
Egypt in 2004 after fleeing
war-torn Sudan years earlier.
His father took whatever
work he could find, and his
stepmother found a cleaning
job at a Haymarket hotel.

They were low-paying jobs,
but they were jobs.
“We just needed to get
on our feet,” Ayaj recalled.
“Things were difficult
because
none of us
could speak
English.”
His father
makes more
than minimum wage
now, he said,
AYAJ
but life’s still
a struggle.
“I remember how hard
it was, and that’s why I’m
really concentrating on my
education. I don’t want to
make minimum wage all
my life,” said Ayaj, who is
majoring in criminal justice
with a minor in business
administration at Wayne
State College and hopes to
transfer to the University of
Nebraska-Lincoln.

Ayaj recently started
work as a security guard
at Lincoln’s Gateway Mall.
He was hired at $8 an hour
— 75 cents per hour more
than the current minimum
— but hopes for a bump in
pay when the new minimum
kicks in.
“Every dollar adds up,”
he said. “Even a dollar is a
big deal for someone who
makes a minimum wage. It
gives you the opportunity to
lift yourself up.”
Any additional dollars will
go toward supplementing
the scholarships and other
financial aid Ayaj gets for
college.
“My American dream is
to make enough money to
do what I want to do and
to help my family here and
in Africa,” he said. “I want
to be able to have a really
good job.”

— Bobby Caina Calvan

Careers for her children
Claudia Felix was treating
her children to pancakes
and eggs one morning at
a fast-food joint when she
learned the news from a
stranger: Her boss will soon
have to pay her more.
She hadn’t been paying
attention to the news, she
said, but she was glad to
hear it.
Felix cleans homes for a
living, and the extra money
will help.
“I’ll be making more,”
she said in Spanish, “and
I’ll have more money to
pay bills and our daily
expenses.”
Felix has three children
— ages 1, 9 and 17 — and
there isn’t always enough

money for a comfortable life.
It’ll be nice to have more
money to buy the children
some clothes or for family dinners at a restaurant.
Earlier this month, the family
was at a local charity picking
out toys for Christmas.
She and her husband
moved to the United States
17 years ago, arriving in
Phoenix to start a family and
a better life. Eight years ago,
they moved to Nebraska —
in part to seek refuge from
political strife over immigration in Arizona.
“Nebraska is much more
peaceful — very cold, but
more peaceful,” she said.
She started cleaning offices for $6.25 an hour and

then for minimum wage.
“It was very little money.
But what can you do?” she
said through her 17-year-old
son, Sergio.
Her husband makes
about $10 an hour when he
can find construction work,
she said. The money helps,
but it isn’t always enough.
Sergio’s parents tell him
a person can grow up poor
but make something of
himself, and he wants to go
to college.
“I want them to have
careers,” Claudia Felix says
of her children, “so they
don’t suffer like me cleaning
bathrooms and floors.”

— Bobby Caina Calvan

An ‘everyday grind’
She called it a good life:
a nice car, a comfortable
home and a husband. Then
the marriage crumbled —
she’d rather not get into the
messy details — and C.L.
Baker moved far away from
everything that had brought

so sure more money will
be worth the problems the
increase in the minimum
wage could mean for the
working poor like her.
She worries about falling
further behind even though
the new law is intended to

grind,” she said. “You
have to do what you can to
survive.”
Baker, who was married
for nine years, said she lost
her standard of living when
the relationship ended.
She went from driving a

