
DID YOU KNOW?
The last time the City of Virginia Beach did a Market

Rate study for it’s wage structure was in 2011?

HOW LOW ARE YOUR 
WAGES?
Find out inside this detailed report. 

This report is compiled by:
 the UE Research & Education Fund
Southern Worker Justice Campaign

WAGE MARKET STUDY
A  r e p o r t  c o m p a r i n g  C i t y  o f  V i r g i n i a  B e a c h  w a g e s  t o  o t h e r  p e e r  c i t i e s 

M a r c h  2 0 2 2



2 Wage Report, March 2021

ABOUT THIS REPORT

This report was compiled by the UE Research Department through Public Records requests and by reviewing 
Collective Bargaining Agreements between city worker unions and the various municipalities. 

We selected the cities in this report 
because they had a comparable population 
size and cost of living to City of Virginia 
Beach.    Any true market rate study will 
consider these factors objectively, and not 
just review nearby cities and counties that 
are much smaller, where the cost of rent 
and all living expenses is significantly lower, 
and where the work load is also lower.   We 
did not chose cities outside the general 
geographic region, given the political and cultural differences with the north east and west coast.  The City of Cincinnati 
was the only city chosen outside of the southeast, because this is where City Manager Patrick Duhaney was most recent-
ly employed.   

In looking at this information, we realized that other than Alexandria, all the cities chosen are unionized.   The two compa-
rable cities in neighboring North Carolina, Raleigh and Charlotte, have also been bound by the same Jim Crow-era ban 
on public sector collective bargaining.  However, our union, UE has had members in Raleigh since the 2006 sanitation 
workers strike, and in Charlotte since the 2013 union payroll deduction vote by City Council.  Over this 15 or so years, UE 
members in those cities, through their constant collective action, have had a profound impact on raising the wages.

UE Secures Minimum of $15 per hour wages for all city employees

It is to be noted, that all the cities where UE organizes in North Carolina, even where collective bargaining is illegal, the 
minimum wage for city employees was raised up to $15 per hour two years ago including in Raleigh, Charlotte, Durham, 
Greensboro and Winston Salem. By now, most have minimum wage above $16 per hour.  Most also have a Step Pay Plan 
of annual wage increases on top of the base wage, allowing for more fair movement of workers up the wage scale.   As of 
March 2022, City of Charlotte has a minimum wage of $18.50, Raleigh’s minimum is $17.33.

Wage Scale Hides the Truth of Low Wages

Looking at the wage scale alone, like in the City of Virginia Beach, hides the true inequality. Most workers without a union 
get stuck at the bottom of their wage scale, and never even reach the mid-point of their salary range. Without being or-
ganized in a union to demand fairness and annual across-the-board raises, in addition to merit, there are no checks and 
balances. For instance, the Virginia Beach wage scale claims that the maximum salary for a Waste Management Oper-
ator IV is $61, 235. However, prior to the recent Waste Management work stoppage in August 25, 2020, the highest that 
any current employee earned was $52,790, even those that started employment as far back as 1974, over 46 years ago! 
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“A Rising Tide Lifts All Boats”
Virginia Beach Remains One of 
Few Not to Have $15/hr Minimum 

634

23

9349

825
City employees 
make less than $15/hr

Out of the 9 cities considered in our study, Virginia 
Beach is one of only 2 others that do not pay a mini-
mum wage of $15 per hour, which is increasingly be-
coming a national standard. 

Reviewing the city’s wage data, we discovered that 
825 city employees make less than $15 per hour, with 
a particular high concentration in Landscaping and 
Custodial services, which are both overwhelmingly 
African American workforces.

Many local public employees in Virginia Beach cannot 
afford to live in the city they serve. Currently, a single 
person would need to make approximately $43,451 
to afford a quality standard of living. Add one child 
into the mix, and the minimum salary needed raises 
to more than $65,000. An employee raising two kids 
will need to make a minimum of $82,361, according 
to a recent report by the Commonwealth Institute for 
Fiscal Analysis. 

9 in 10
City employees could not 
attain an adequate 
standard of living on what 
they are paid if they have a 
single child.
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JOKTAN “JOCK” HILL
Utility Mechanic Aid

“Working and living in Virginia 
Beach is a mismatch.  With our 
salaries starting off so low,  you 
can’t afford a single family house. 
Even us, with a CDL-A license start-
ing at base salary just over $11 and 
some change is atrocious. I have 
a family of 5.  My biggest concern 
with my family is buying a house. I 
would like to put my family into a 
house, but I cannot afford one on 
the wages I earn with the City.”  

Utility Mechanic Aid

$37,377
$32,596

$42,599

$50,703
$45,428

$42,437
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STANLEY “BUTCH” NICHOLSON
Utility Mechanic 1

“Life is hard but fair. But in this 
case it is hard and unfair. Every-
thing is affected by  sewer. We 
are just as essential as fire and 
police but don’t get paid like 
they do. It’s detrimental because 
without sewer, the city won’t 
function either. We are essential 
for the city to run, but we don’t 
get compensated for what we 
do. This is why we need an entire-
ly new scale.”  

Utility Mechanic 1

$51,521 $54,130

$62,474

$53,696
$45,269

$53,636
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Waste Management 
Operator IV

$47,166
$53,789 $52,202 $53,629

$61,272

“Why are we overlooked?  Why are we underpaid? We have to 
confront this systematic racism and racial disparity that manip-
ulates the city’s decision making when it comes to social and 
economic equality. I feel collective bargaining is a step to help us 
bridge that racial divide.”   - Red McClenny

Laborer

$24,876
$32,255

$39,204
$32,553

$36,046 $34,337

Alfred “Red” McClenny, 
Waste Management, 
Operator IV

$51,496
$56,884

$36,338 $35,833 $38,090



Custodian 1

$22,609

$31,015 $32,205
$36,046

$32,701

A Custodian 1’s Starting Salary is Below 
Market Average by $11,331.

Auto Mechanic 1, Fleet Management

$45,531 $45,828 $51,675 $46,425

$75,587

$47,360

$39,880
$35,833

$47,463
$59,756

George Stinson, 
Utility Mechanic II, 
Sewer Collection and  
Devon Conley, Motor 
Equipment Operator II, 
Stormwater wear UE 
union masks. 

$29,909

$48,457
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Waste Management 
Operator IV



Maintenance Worker

$26,145

$58,653

$37,471 $37,856
$46,425

A Maintenance Worker’s Starting Salary is 
Below Market Average by $20,452.

Heavy Equipment Operator
HIGHLIGHTS:

Heavy Equipment 
Operator

VB = $52,811

Avg. outside of VB
= $54,638

Amount VB is 
Below Average 

= $1,827

Amount VB is 
Below Alexandria, VA 

= $6,061

$52,811
$42,774

$58,873

$40,394

$79,322

$53,892

Eric Ellerbe
Maintenance Worker
Street Maintenance

$36,754 $38,090
$35,153

$52,578

$35,782
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HUMAN SERVICES, Registered Nurse

Behavioral Specialist

“We cannot hire or retain staff on these very low 
salaries.  Workers can literally get a job at Walmart 
or Dunkin Donuts or Target, for more money with 
no necessary training, CDL, Healthcare Certifica-
tions or the risks we bear.  Of course, we cannot 
retain good staff.  Human Services has a major 
understaffing crisis right now. Many of us are being 
forced to stay overtime and pressured to work on 
weekends to cover.”  Patricia Thebert, 
Behavior Specialist I, West Neck Intermediate Care Facility

Tyra Jackson and Trina 
Love, BH/DS Assistants 

$60,486

$67,194

$61,309 $60,569

$67,985

$40,768

$45,931
$47,570

$45,206
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GENERAL MAINTENANCE, Carpenter II

HVAC Technician II

“Every time we say the City can’t, they say they can. They took away our ability 
to earn comp time. Before that they took away our paid lunch breaks. They took 
away our ability to drive city vehicles home during standby. They cut our standby 
rate by more than half. They take little bits here and little bits there and it adds 
up. With a union contract they can’t take anything away from us without bar-
gaining with us first. It’s a binding agreement.”    - Matt Friesz, 
        Maintenance Engineer 1, Public Works, Resort Maintenance/Electrical

$68,560

$49,768
$57,568

$65,462

$37,623

$50,263

$47,753
$58,779

$43,823$47,460
$59,586

$38,987$47,827
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Southern Worker Justice Campaign
UE Research and Education Fund

southernworkerjustice.org

SUMMARY
City workers in Virginia Beach, based on the job titles in this study, are currently between $1,827 - $20, 452 
behind the Market Rate average wage compared to other comparable cities across the southeast. 

Collective bargaining promotes pay equity
For public employees, one of the benefits of unions with collective bargaining rights is increasing pay to levels 
that are closer to that which could be obtained in the private sector. Overall, public-sector collective bargaining 
tends to boost pay by 5% to 8%, and the fair and clear standards provided by unionization particularly help Black 
and Latinx workers, according to a recent report by the Commonwealth Institute for Fiscal Analysis. 


