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AMERICA'S NEW NORMAL: A DEGREE 
HOTTER THAN TWO DECADES AGO
   By Seth Borenstein  |  The Associated Press    

America's new normal temperature is a degree hotter than it was just two decades ago.
Scientists have long talked about climate change — hotter temperatures, changes in rain and 

snowfall and more extreme weather — being the "new normal." Data released Tuesday by the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration put hard figures on the cliche. 

The new United States normal is not just hotter, but wetter in the eastern and central parts of 
the nation and considerably drier in the West than just a decade earlier.

Meteorologists calculate climate normals based on 30 years of data to limit the random swings 
of daily weather. It's a standard set by the World Meteorological Organization. Every 10 years, 
NOAA updates normal  for the country as a whole, states and cities — by year, month and season. 

For the entire nation, the yearly normal temperature is now 53.3 degrees (11.8 degrees Celsius) 
based on weather station data from 1991 to 2020, nearly half a degree warmer than a decade 
ago. Twenty years ago, normal was 52.3 degrees (11.3 degrees Celsius) based on data from 1971 
to 2000. The average U.S. temperature for the 20th century was 52 degrees (11.1 degrees Celsius).

The new normal annual U.S. temperature is 1.7 degrees (0.9 Celsius) hotter than the first 
normal calculated for 1901 to 1930.

"Almost every place in the U.S. has warmed from the 1981 to 2010 normal to the 1991 to 2020 
normal," said Michael Palecki, NOAA's normals project manager. 

Fargo, North Dakota, where the new normal is a tenth of a degree cooler than the old one, 
is an exception, but more than 90% of the U.S. has warmer normal temperatures now than 10 
years ago, Palecki said.

In Chicago and Asheville, North Carolina, the new yearly normal temperature jumped 1.5 
degrees in a decade. Seattle, Atlanta, Boston and Phoenix had their normal annual temperature 
rise by at least half a degree in the last decade.

Charlottesville, Virginia, saw the biggest jump in normal temperatures among 739 major 
weather stations. Other large changes were in California, Texas, Virginia, Indiana, Arizona, 
Oregon, Arkansas, Maryland, Florida, North Carolina and Alaska. 

New normals are warmer because the burning of fossil fuels is making the last decade "a much 
hotter time period for much of the globe than the decades" before, said Cornell University cli-
mate scientist Natalie Mahowald.

For Phoenix, the biggest change in normal came in precipitation. The normal annual rainfall 
for Phoenix dropped 10% down to 7.2 inches (18.2 centimeters). Rainfall in Los Angeles dropped 
4.6%.

At the same time, Asheville saw a nearly 9% increase in rainfall, while New York City's rainfall 
rose 6%. Seattle's normal is 5% wetter than it used to be.

Climate scientists are split about how useful or misleading newly calculated normals are. 
Mahowald and University of Oklahoma meteorology professor Jason Furtado said updating 

normal calculations helps city and regional planners to prepare for flooding and drought, farmers 
to decide what and when to plant, energy companies to meet changing demands and doctors to 
tackle public health issues arising from climate change. 

But Pennsylvania State University climate scientist Michael Mann said he prefers a constant 
baseline such as 1951 to 1980, which is what NASA uses. Adjusting normal every 10 years "per-
verts the meaning of 'normal' and 'normalizes' away climate change," he said in an email. 

North Carolina's state climatologist Kathie Dello said, "It seems odd to still call them normals 
because 1991-2020 was anything but normal climate-wise."

HOW COMPANIES RIP OFF POOR 
EMPLOYEES — AND GET AWAY WITH IT
 By Alexia Fernández Campbell & Joe Yerardi  |  The Associated Press  

Already battered by long shifts and high infec-
tion rates, essential workers struggling through 
the pandemic face another hazard of hard 
times: employers who steal their wages. 

When a recession hits, U.S. companies are 
more likely to stiff their lowest-wage work-
ers. These businesses often pay less than the 
minimum wage, make employees work off the 
clock, or refuse to pay overtime rates. In the 
most egregious cases, bosses don't pay their 
employees at all.

Companies that hire child care workers, gas 
station clerks, restaurant servers and security 
guards are among the businesses most likely to 
get caught cheating their employees, according 
to a Center for Public Integrity analysis of mini-
mum wage and overtime violations from the 
U.S. Department of Labor. In 2019 alone, the 
agency cited about 8,500 employers for taking 
about $287 million from workers.

Major U.S. corporations are some of the 
worst offenders. They include Halliburton, 
G4S Wackenhut and Circle-K stores, which 
agency records show have collectively taken 
more than $22 million from their employees 
since 2005.

Their victims toil on the lower rungs of 
the workforce. People like Danielle Wynne, a 
$10-an-hour convenience store clerk in Florida 
who said her boss ordered her to work off the 
clock, and Ruth Palacios, a janitor from Mexico 
who earned less than the minimum wage to 
disinfect a New York City hospital at the height 
of the pandemic.

Companies have little incentive to follow the 
law. The Labor Department's Wage and Hour 
Division, which investigates federal wage-theft 
complaints, rarely penalizes repeat offenders, 
according to a review of data from the division. 
Public Integrity obtained the records through a 
Freedom of Information Act request covering 
October 2005 to September 2020.

The agency fined only about 1 in 4 repeat 
offenders during that period. And it ordered 
those companies to pay workers cash damages 
— penalty money in addition to back wages — in 
just 14% of those cases.

On top of that, the division often lets busi-
nesses avoid repaying their employees all the 
money they're owed. In all, the agency has let 
more than 16,000 employers get away with not 
paying $20.3 million in back wages since 2005, 
according to Public Integrity's analysis.

"Some companies are doing a cost-benefit 
analysis and realize it's cheaper to violate the 
law, even if you get caught," said Jenn Round, 
a labor standards enforcement fellow at the 
Center for Innovation in Worker Organization 
at Rutgers University.

The federal data provides a revealing — 
though incomplete — look at a practice that 
pushes America's lowest-paid workers further 
into poverty. The data doesn't include viola-
tions of state wage-theft laws or cases where 
employees sued. And it misses all the work-
ers who don't file complaints, either because 
they're afraid to or are unaware of their rights.

But some economists say wage theft is so 
pervasive that it's costing workers at least $15 
billion a year — far more than the amount 
stolen in robberies.

Companies are more prone to cheating 
employees of color and immigrant workers, 
according to Daniel Galvin, a political science 
professor and policy researcher at Northwest-
ern University. His research, based on data 
from the Census Bureau's Current Population 
Survey, shows that immigrants and Latino 
workers were twice as likely to earn less than 
the minimum wage from 2009 to 2019 com-
pared with white Americans. Black workers 
were nearly 50% more likely to get ripped off 
in comparison.

Through much of the Jim Crow era, the 
federal government ignored racial disparities 
in pay. It wasn't until the Great Depression 
that Congress first tried to establish a national 
minimum wage and overtime pay for workers. 
To get Southern Democrats to vote for the 
Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, Northern 
Democrats agreed to exclude agricultural labor-
ers, nannies and housekeepers from the law's 
protections. In the South, most of those work-
ers were Black. Out west, a large number were 
Mexican American.

Congress amended the act during the 1960s 
and 1970s to cover most of these excluded 
workers, but their employers often flout the 
law anyway. Galvin reports in his forthcoming 
book, "Alt-Labor and the New Politics of Work-
ers' Rights," that the lowest-paid workers lost 
roughly $1.67 per hour — about 21% of their 
income — to wage theft from 2009 to 2019.

Yuri Callejas, a 40-year-old single mother, 
cleaned hotel rooms at a Fairfield Inn & 
Suites franchise in Pelham, Alabama. Callejas 
complained to her boss that he was paying her 
only $9 an hour when she was hired at $10 an 
hour, according to a lawsuit filed in January 
2020 in federal court. Though she said she was 
working more than 40 hours a week, she wasn't 
getting paid overtime, either, according to the 
complaint.

Her boss refused to change her pay rate, the 
complaint said, so she quit. Her accounting of 
how much she was owed: $1,272.

With help from an attorney at Adelante Ala-
bama Worker Center, Callejas sued the owner 
of the hotel, AUM Pelham LLC. The company 
denied that Callejas was hired at $10 an hour 
or that she worked overtime, but it agreed to a 
settlement. Company owner Rakesh Patel did 
not respond to requests for comment.

Callejas walked away with $2,500 in back 
wages and damages. But that didn't wipe away 
the memories of her struggle.

"Every time I paid my bills," she recalled, "I 
never had enough money."

Isaac Guazo, an economic justice organizer 
for Adelante Alabama, said fewer workers have 
reported wage theft during the pandemic, but 
that doesn't mean it's happening less.

"It's the opposite, actually," he said. "Workers 
will tolerate a lot more abuse right now because 
it's so hard to find another job and they need 
to pay rent."

Ruth Palacios and Arturo Xelo, a married 
couple from Mexico, disinfected COVID-19 
patient rooms at the Memorial Sloan Kettering 
Cancer Center in New York City. They worked 
seven days a week for months, Palacios said, but 
weren't paid overtime. At the start of the pan-
demic, they earned the local minimum wage of 
$15 an hour, she said, but after a few months, 
their boss lowered their pay to $12.25, she said.

"The little guys have to speak up because 
people — the bosses — are taking advantage of 
their workers," Palacios said in a video call from 
her home in Queens.

Palacios, Xelo and two of their former co-
workers filed a federal lawsuit against the 
contractor that hired them, BMS Cat, in Janu-
ary. The company did not respond to requests 
for comment. In court records, it denied that 
it paid the cleaners less than the minimum 
wage or that it owed them overtime pay. The 
hospital did not respond to requests for com-
ment, either.

Danielle Wynne rang up customers at a 
Circle-K gas station in Brevard County, Florida, 
during shifts that started at 4:30 a.m. and 
ended in the early afternoon. Before and after 
clocking in, Wynne said, her manager made 
her work for free, according to a lawsuit she 
filed in federal court in February 2020. She 
counted cash in the register, brewed coffee, 

cleaned the store, set out condiments and 
refilled the lottery machine — all while off the 
clock.

The unpaid work added up to about $1,250 
in one year, according to the court filing. For 
someone earning $10 an hour, that's about 
three weeks of pay.

Wynne said in court records that she didn't 
complain at the time because she was scared of 
her "vindictive" boss.

Circle-K Stores denied the underpayment 
allegations in court filings, though it ended 
up settling the case for $2,500 in October. But 
data from the Labor Department shows that 
the company repeatedly takes wages from its 
employees, with few repercussions.

Federal investigators caught Circle-K stores 
underpaying employees 22 times since 2005, 
most recently in February 2020. The total: 
$54,069 taken from 120 employees. But the 
Labor Department only fined the company 
four times and ordered it to pay damages to 
employees in two cases. In six cases, the compa-
ny didn't pay all the money it owed employees, 
known as back wages. The agency closed those 
cases anyway without further action.

Circle-K Stores did not respond to multiple 
requests for comment.

Public Integrity found that Labor Depart-
ment investigators are just as lenient with other 
repeat offenders.

The oilfield services company Halliburton 
illegally withheld $18.7 million from 1,050 
employees, Labor Department records show, 
but staff investigators never ordered the com-
pany to pay cash damages on top of the back 
wages. The department fined Halliburton in 
only three of eight cases it brought against the 
company.

Halliburton declined to comment on the 
cases. But in a 2015 statement to Inside 
Energy, a spokesperson for the company said 
it had misclassified employees as exempt from 
overtime pay.
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