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HowOrlando’swages compare
Of the 50most populatedmetro areas, Orlando ranked
49th inmedian annualwage for 2024.

Wages from Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics Query System
(period: May 2024). Metropolitan Statistical Areas are listed by principal city
for readability; e.g. Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford was shortened to “Orlando.”
Compiled by Zoey Thomas, Orlando Sentinel. Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
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In our tourism-based economy, toomany people live on edge of financial cliff

Orlando now ranks
49th of 50 inwages
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Formore thanadecade,Orlandohasheld the
dubiousdistinctionof offering the lowestmedian
wagesof anymajormetro area inAmerica.We’re

talkingdead last—50thout of 50, trailing regionshalf
our size andwithmuchcheaper costs of living. Itmeans
we’re a community full of peoplewhowork full-time jobs
andyet still can’tmakeendsmeet. Somecan’t affordcars
orhomes. Somework into their 70s.Well, according to
the latest statistics fromtheBureauofLaborStatistics,Orlando is no
longerdead last.We’renowsecond-to-last at 49th.A slight improve-
mentbut still dreadfully low.

Oneof the starkest stats:One
out of every four jobs inCentral
Floridapaid less than$16.76 an
hour,whichwas just a fewbucks
more thanminimumwagewhen
thenumberswere tallied through
Mayof last year.
This explainswhywe’re a

community full of peoplewho
liveon the edgeof afinancial cliff.
On theplus side, localwages

have risen faster in recent years
than theyhave inAmerica at
large.But they’re stillwaybelow
average for cities our size.
Thenewdead last isLasVegas.

It’s not surprising that two tour-
ism townsare in abattle for the
bottom.Whenyour economy is
built on thebacksofhotel desk
clerks, ride attendants andpeople
whochangebed linens for a
living,manywill struggle. Both
communitiesmakeheadlines for
a lackofworkforcehousing.
Onceupona time,Central

Floridawas affordable.That’s
no longer the case.Homes that
cost $150,000 in2000nowcost
$400,000.Wageshaven’t kept
pace.

Themedianwage inmetro
Orlando for 2024was$45,410,
including tips, bonuses and incen-
tives, according to theBLS.That’s
about$4,000below thenational
median.
If youwant toput a faceon

thosenumbers,meetRicardo
Zabala, a 58-year-old cookat one
of thenicer sit-downrestau-
rants inside the Italian sectionof
Epcot’sWorldShowcase.
Zabalahandcrafts pasta atVia

Napoli,where the chickenparm
costs $38and largepizzas start
at $42.Hemakes justabove the
medianwage inCentral Florida,
more thanmanycooks, andyet
drivesUber shifts bothbefore
andafterhis full-time job topay
his bills andcover themortgage
onhis 1,800-square-foothouse in
HainesCity.
Zabalamoved toCentral Flor-

ida eight years ago fromVene-
zuela in searchof abetter life.
He sayshe found it: “I amvery
grateful to this country for open-
ing thedoors.”But gratitude
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Ricardo Zabala stands next to his vehicle,which he uses as an Uberdriver,around Central Florida
in Davenport this month.Zabala has two kids and drives forUberbefore and afterhis shifts
working as a cook at a restaurant in Epcot to make ends meet. RICH POPE/ORLANDO SENTINEL

ByJeffrey Schweers
Orlando Sentinel

Paul JohnBojerskiwas born to Polish
parents inaGermanrefugeecampayear
after World War II ended. His family
legally emigrated to theUnited States in
1952whenhewasfive.
More than seven decades later, the

79-year-oldSanfordgrandfather—still a
manwithout a country— found himself
in legal limbo in the Alligator Alcatraz
detentioncampintheEverglades,picked
up on a decades-old deportation order
authoritieshadpreviously chosennot to
enforce.
Bojerski’scase iscomplexandunusual

— themost bizarre one his immigration
attorney says he has handled in 30 years
— but also part of the Trump adminis-
tration’s widespread effort to deport
millions of immigrants who it claims
lack legal standing to be in the U.S, even
those who lived here for decades with
full knowledgeof immigrationofficials.
Theretiredoptician, takenintocustody

late last month, was recently moved to
the Krome Detention Center inMiami
and has a bond hearing on Tuesday. His
family worries his health is failing while

Man taken
by ICE
after 70
years inUS
Sanford grandfather in legal
limbo at Krome center
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ByMatthewJ. Palm
Orlando Sentinel

WhenOrangeCounty commissioners
approved $5.16 million in cultural-tour-
ismgrants at the endofOctober, itwas a
rare bright spot in an autumn of uncer-
tainty for Central Florida’s arts organi-
zations.
Localcultural leadershavecastawary

eye on Tallahassee, where the state’s
supportofartsandculture—foryearsan
establishedprocesswithrigorousvetting
that ran likeclockwork—nowgenerates
morequestions than revenue.
To wit, it’s unclear how 24 cultural

groups were chosen to receive $1.5
million that the legislator who pushed
the funding intended for a much larger
pool of organizations. The process for
awarding $1million in the state’s Amer-
ica 250 grants to celebrate the nation’s
semiquincentennial—grants thatended
upmostlybypassingartsorganizations—
is equally obscure.
And now the funding process for the

next legislative session, which begins

Growing battle
for public
dollars worries
arts leaders
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Every timewe spendanother
half billiondollars expanding
the convention center or
another $100millionpromoting
tourism,we’re creatingmore
jobs that keepus at the bottom.
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