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Executive Summary

Construction is one of the few industries where workers without a college education can obtain good 
jobs, with decent pay, good benefi ts, and job ladders.  In 2006 the average wage for construction workers 
was $18.29 an hour. Th e looming shortage of skilled construction workers presents an opportunity for 
disadvantaged groups to obtain good jobs without displacing current workers.  Our study of the largest 
twenty-fi ve metropolitan areas in the country, however, found that both African Americans and women 
were employed in construction at rates well below their participation in the overall workforce.  Indeed, 
if blacks were employed in construction at the same rate that they employed in the overall workforce 
in 2006, we estimate that 137,044 more blacks would be employed in construction in our twenty-fi ve 
metropolitan areas.  We also found that women held only between 1 and 9 percent of construction jobs.  
On the other hand, Hispanics were employed in construction at rates higher than their percentage in the 
overall workforce.  Not all jobs in construction are “good” jobs, however.  Pay varies tremendously across 
metropolitan areas.  Our data shows that a construction worker in Chicago makes almost twice as much 
per hour ($27.70) as a construction worker in Dallas ($15.65).  Th e average Dallas construction worker 
barely makes enough to support a living wage for one adult and one child.  Our study found a strong 
correlation between the unionization rate in metropolitan areas and the average construction wage.  We 
end with policy recommendations both to increase the participation of women, minorities, and disadvan-
taged groups in construction and to improve the quality of jobs in the construction industry. In particular, 
we point to the tremendous potential for “green” jobs in construction. 
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Th e Transportation Equity Network (TEN) is a coalition of about 300 grassroots organizations com-
mitted to making transportation more responsive to poor people, minorities, the handicapped, and other 
disadvantaged groups.  TEN’s JOBS NOW campaign is designed to target the jobs from federal and state 
transportation projects to disadvantaged communities.  One year ago, TEN published Th e Road to Jobs, 
an analysis of patterns of employment of blacks, Hispanics, and women in the construction industry in 
eighteen metropolitan areas.  Th is report updates and expands last year’s report.  

Last year Th e Road to Jobs pointed to the great need for decent paying jobs for people who do not attend 
college.  Construction jobs can fi ll that need.  Th ey pay well and off er on-the-job training.  Moreover, the 
looming shortage of skilled construction workers presents an opportunity to employ women, minorities, 
and other disadvantaged groups without displacing current workers.  Last year’s report showed, however, 
that blacks and women are employed in the construction industry at rates far below their employment in 
the general workforce.  

Pointing to evidence of continuing discrimination in the construction industry, Th e Road to Jobs proposed 
policies that would give excluded groups greater access to construction jobs.  Th e Road to Jobs garnered 
considerable media attention, with articles appearing in a number of newspapers, including USA Today, 
Detroit Free Press, Albany Times Union, and St. Louis Post-Dispatch.  News conferences on the report 
were held by grassroots members of the TEN coalition in a number of cities, including Detroit, Minne-
apolis, St. Louis, Albany, and Chicago.  TEN’s JOBS NOW! campaign has continued to win victories 
around the nation.  Th e Missouri Department of Transportation (MoDOT) signed agreements with 
grassroots coalitions in Kansas City and St. Louis committing ½ of 1 percent of federal highway dollars 
on specifi c projects to local workforce development.  Today, in St. Louis, 59 minorities, women, and low-
income persons are employed on the I-64 project because of this agreement.  Th e Michigan Department 
of Transportation committed to a 4-year, $15 million state policy that will direct transportation funds 
into local job training.  Th e fi rst class of 80 students just graduated.  A TEN affi  liate in Minnesota passed 
a statewide legislation committing the state Department of Transportation to spending the “maximum 
amount feasible” on local workforce development. 

Th e Road to Jobs also found that Hispanic men have established a strong foothold in the construction 
industry.  Generally, this is good news.  But, unfortunately, Hispanic men tend to have construction jobs 
which are less well paid, less unionized, less skilled, and oft en more dangerous.1  TEN concluded that it 
is not enough to open up the construction industry to previously excluded groups; we also must work to 
improve the quality of jobs in the construction industry.  As a result, we have expanded the scope of this 
year’s report to look at job quality as well as job inclusion.  Accordingly, we have titled our follow up to 
last year’s report Th e Road to Good Jobs. 

Th e Road to Good Jobs:  Patterns of Employment in the Construction Industry
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Th ere is a pressing need in the United States for more “good” jobs.  A good job is one that pays enough 
to support a family, includes health and retirement benefi ts, has safe and supportive working conditions, 
and includes job ladders so that workers can advance as their skills advance.  Although the proportion of 
jobs that pay poverty or near-poverty wages has actually declined, the proportion of good jobs, as defi ned 
above, has risen.  Workers must now cope with a much more unstable job market.  Increasingly, workers 
face longer periods of unemployment and a growing number of dead-end jobs with poor pay and ben-
efi ts.

A few decades ago, workers used to spend most of their career with one company, oft en unionized, and 
enjoying high job security, a chance to work their way up job ladders, and solid benefi ts.  Good jobs 
like this are increasingly a thing of the past.  Job quality has deteriorated.  Between 1983 and 2006 the 
amount of time a middle-aged worker could expect to spend with the same employer fell by more than 
one-third.2   As a recent study put it:  “Workers entering the labor force can expect to hold fewer steady 
jobs, to not oft en fi nd themselves on a within-company upward career trajectory, and to receive less on-
the-job training.” 3   Th e tremendous growth of what one author calls “unjobs” is striking:  temporary jobs 
and outsourcing are two of the fastest growing trends in the American labor market.  Th e proportion of 
workers who get employer-provided health insurance fell from 69.0 percent in 1979 to 55.9 percent in 
2004.  During that same period the proportion workers provided pensions fell from 50.6 percent to 45.5 
percent.4  Companies are less committed to their workers than they were even a decade ago.

Th e problem is especially severe for minorities, women, and those with less than a college education.  Be-
tween 1973 and 2005 the wages of those with a high school education or less fell signifi cantly in infl ation-
adjusted dollars while those with college degrees or more enjoyed signifi cant increases.  In 2005, one-third 
of black employees and 25.5 percent of women workers made poverty-level wages, compared to “only” 
15.2 percent of white male workers.  Women, blacks, and Hispanics are less likely than white men to be 
provided with health insurance or a pension by their employer.  In 2004, for example, only 39.7 percent 
of Hispanics had employer-provided health insurance coverage.5  

Good Jobs in the Construction Industry 
Th e construction industry off ers a supply of good jobs that are increasingly rare in today’s job market.  
Moreover, individuals without a college degree can get construction jobs that pay well, provide clear job 
ladders, and include health and pension benefi ts.   One of the great advantages of a construction job is 
that you can “earn while you learn.”  Apprenticeship programs pay workers as they acquire the skills to 
move up the job ladder.  For single mothers or others who cannot aff ord to stop working in order to get 
an education, this is very attractive.  

Th e number of construction job openings is growing, presenting more opportunities for disadvantaged 
groups to obtain good jobs without displacing current workers.  Programs to bring women and minori-
ties into good construction jobs can succeed.  As we will see, however, there are two problems with this 

Introduction:  Th e Need for Good Jobs
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optimistic scenario:  1) evidence of continuing discrimination against blacks and women in the industry; 
2) a falling proportion of good jobs in construction.

In 2006 the average wage in construction in the United States was $18.29, well above most jobs in the 
service sector.6   One reason wages have remained relatively high is that construction is insulated from 
global competition.  Contractors cannot build a new offi  ce building or highway in China and then ship 
it to Chicago.  Although skilled construction workers have been hurt by competition from prefabricated 
components, such as cabinets and windows, it still is basically a labor-intensive industry that relies upon 
skilled workers to produce one-of-a-kind products adapted to individual sites.  

Construction is also a growing industry.  It is the only goods producing industry that has enjoyed steady 
job growth in recent years.7   Th e federal government projects annual openings for 245,900 skilled con-
struction workers each year from 2004-2014.8   Th ese openings are the result of job growth in the industry 
as well as openings due to retirements and job transfers.  Th e Aspen Institute projects zero growth in the 
native labor supply in the next twenty years.9   Realistically, the industry will have to reach out to im-
migrants, as well as previously excluded groups, such as women and minorities, to meet the demand for 
construction workers. 

Construction is one of the few industries where workers with relatively little formal education can acquire 
the skills necessary to earn incomes that can support a middle-class lifestyle.  Th e reason for this is that 
most construction skills are craft  skills, learned on the job through formal and informal apprenticeship 
systems.  Many building trades, however, do require basic math skills.  Because of this on-the-job training 
system, construction is one of the few industries today where good jobs are fi lled by workers advancing up 
job ladders rather than by educated workers recruited from outside.  In banking, schools, and hospitals 
between 82 and 92 percent of “good” jobs are fi lled by workers with at least some college; in construction, 
only 42 percent of “good” jobs go to college-educated workers. 10 

In the construction industry, the most successful job training programs are run by joint union-manage-
ment apprenticeship committees.11  Union apprenticeship programs are covered by collective bargaining 
agreements in each metropolitan area in which a few cents for every hour worked is put into a fund to 
pay for job training.  Each apprenticeship program is run by one of the approximately fourteen building 
trades (carpenters, electricians, etc.) in each state or metropolitan area.  Th e U.S. Department of Labor 
registers apprenticeship programs that meet twenty-two basic standards.  Each apprenticeship program 
creates a job ladder from apprentice to journeyman, with hourly wages increasing year by year until the 
top journeyman status is achieved.  Th e value of the training to an individual worker in the form of higher 
wages, greater safety, etc. has been estimated at between $40,000 and $150,000.12 

While many jobs in construction fi t the picture described above and are “good” jobs, the proportion of 
good jobs in construction is declining.  Aft er controlling for infl ation, construction industry wages fell 
17 percent between 1973 and 2006.13   Th e percentage of construction workers covered by health insur-
ance is below the national average and the U.S. construction industry has death rates well above those 
reported for other developed countries.14   Despite the documented need for almost a quarter of a million 
new skilled construction workers each year, only about 40,000 workers enter construction apprentice 
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Th e causes of the deterioration of good jobs in construction are complex but probably the most impor-
tant factor is the declining union presence.  Th e unionization rate in construction in the U.S. fell from 
50 percent in 1966 to only 14.2 percent in 2005.16   Th e declining unionization rate has resulted in lower 
skill levels in construction and lower wages.  Even the Business Roundtable, founded in 1972 to oppose 
construction unions, recognizes that underfunding of job training in construction by open-shop contrac-
tors is a serious problem.17   An association of nonunion fi rms has been formed to provide training but the 
research shows that joint union-management apprenticeship programs enroll 70 percent of the appren-
tices, have higher completion rates, and produce more skilled journeymen.18 

In short, the construction industry presents an opportunity for disadvantaged groups to gain access to 
good jobs, lift ing up not just individuals but whole communities.  Th is opening is threatened, however, by 
the declining presence of good jobs in the construction industry.  We now turn to how these issues play 
out in the twenty-fi ve largest metropolitan areas in the nation.  Are women and minorities gaining access 
to construction jobs?  Are good jobs in construction disappearing?  

Findings on Job Inclusion 
First, we examined the extent which minorities are employed in the construction industry.  We assumed 
that minorities should be employed in construction jobs at about the same percentage as they are in the 
general workforce.  Th e percentage diff erence between the proportion in the general workforce and the 
proportion in construction we call the “employment gap.”  A positive number indicates that employment 
in construction for group in question falls below their participation in the general workforce.  A negative 
number indicates employment at a rate above their participation in the general workforce. (For details 
about our methodology, see the Appendix.)  
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In every metropolitan area we studied, we found a positive employment gap for African Americans (Fig-
ure 1).  Atlanta had the largest gap (18 percent), followed by Baltimore, Dallas, and Houston.  Th e cit-
ies most open to employment by African Americans were Portland, San Diego, and Boston.  Portland’s 
employment gap, for example, was less than 1 percent.  Overall, we estimate that 137,044 black workers 
are “missing” from the construction workforce in our twenty-fi ve metropolitan areas.  In other words, if 
blacks participated in construction at the same rate they participated in all industries, thousands of more 
blacks would be employed in construction.
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Th e fi ndings for Hispanics are dramatically diff erent.  In only three cities (Cleveland, Boston, and Pitts-
burgh) did Hispanics have a smaller percentage of the construction workforce than the general workforce 
and even in these cities the gap was tiny.  In all the other cities Hispanics had a greater presence in con-
struction than in the workforce generally.  Dallas, Atlanta, and Washington, DC all had negative em-
ployment gaps of 40 percent or more, meaning that Hispanics were employed in construction at a much 
higher rate than the general workforce.



-7-

The Road to Good Jobs 
 

 
 

 
 

Transportation Equity N
etwork (TEN

)

Th e employment goal for women is more diffi  cult to determine.  Unlike minorities, many have questioned 
whether women should be expected to hold the same percentage of jobs in construction that they hold 
in the overall workforce.  Th e construction industry has many physically demanding jobs, and some ques-
tion whether women have the physical strength for some jobs or whether women are interested in con-
struction jobs.  In fact, construction has changed.  In many parts of construction backbreaking labor has 
been replaced by machines. Women are clearly capable of operating construction machinery and doing 
most other forms of construction work as well.  Recognizing the changing realities of the skilled trades, 
under the leadership of Secretary of Labor Ray Marshall, the Department of Labor established goals and 
timetables for the employment of women in construction.  In 1980, the Department of Labor raised set 
the goal that one out of every four apprenticeships, most of which are in construction, should be held by 
women.  We think 25 percent is a reasonable goal for employment in construction.  

Th e exclusion of women from skilled construction jobs has deep historical roots.  Skilled construction 
work has been viewed traditionally as “man’s work.”  As late as 1968, out of 77,151 apprenticeships in con-
struction nationwide, only 2 were held by women.19   Since then women have made inroads into skilled 
construction jobs.  As Figure 3 shows, however, none of the cities we studied came even close to realizing 
the 25 percent goal in 2006.  Th e female percentage of the construction workforce varied from a high of 9 
percent in Cincinnati to a low of 1 percent in Cleveland.  We still have a long way to go.  
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At the same time that it is important to track the access of women and minorities to construction jobs, 
it is also important to see if those jobs are good jobs.  It does little good to gain access to an industry if 
the pay is poor, the benefi ts are inadequate, working conditions are dangerous, and there are few oppor-
tunities for advancement.  We begin by examining pay in the construction industry in our twenty-fi ve 
metropolitan areas.  
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As Figure 4 shows, wages in the construction industry vary tremendously from one metropolitan area to 
the next.  Th e metropolitan areas with the highest wages are Chicago ($27.70), San Francisco ($26.91), 
and New York ($26.88).  Th e lowest hourly wages are in Dallas ($15.65), Tampa Bay ($15.88), and Hous-
ton ($15.99).  Th e average annual construction wage varies from a high of $57,610 in Chicago to a low of 
$32,540 in Dallas.  In other words, whether calculated by the hour or by the year, a construction worker 
in Chicago makes on average 77 percent more than a construction worker in Dallas.  

Th e diff erence in wages is huge but of course this comparison ignores the variation in the cost of liv-
ing across diff erent metropolitan areas.  Th e Living Wage Calculator estimates the minimum pay rate at 
which an employee can meet basic needs and remain self-suffi  cient without government assistance.20   Th e 
living wage is based on geographically-specifi c data on the cost of food, housing, child care, medical care, 
transportation, and other necessities.  Estimates for state and federal income taxes and payroll taxes are 
also factored into the living wage calculation.  Th ese costs are adjusted to refl ect the household structure 
(number and ages of adults and children, and gender of adults in the household).  Because the wage is 
intended to refl ect the lowest wage at which the employee can meet basic needs, the calculation of each 
component includes assumptions that refl ect the most likely decisions of low-wage earners.  For example, 
the food calculation assumes that all food will be prepared in the home, and the child care expenditures 
are based on the lowest costs possible for the selected geography.   
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areas provide a living wage for one adult and one child, but some do much better than others.  Th e rank-
ings of metropolitan areas in terms of what the average construction wage can buy are very diff erent.  
Now, the top metro area in the country is St. Louis, where the average construction wage is 1.78 times 
the living wage.  St. Louis is followed by Chicago (1.69) and Seattle (1.56).  Th e worst metropolitan areas 
for construction wages are Tampa Bay (1.02) Miami (1.03) and Washington, D.C. (1.05).  Th e cost of 
living in these metropolitan areas means that a full-time construction wage is barely enough to support a 
single parent with one child.  Th e main culprit in the case of Washington, DC, which has a fairly healthy 
construction wage, is the high cost of housing.  Areas that were near the top on hourly wage, such as New 
York, Boston, and San Francisco, fall to the middle or bottom of the pack aft er the cost of living is taken 
into account. 
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Why do some metropolitan areas have much higher construction wages, even aft er controlling for the 
cost of living?  Th e main reason is the strength of the construction trade unions. Figure 6 shows that 
the presence of unions in construction varies tremendously across the country.  St. Louis has the highest 
unionization rate at 41.9 percent, followed by Chicago (39.8 percent), and Minneapolis (31.9 percent).  
Th e lowest unionization rate is found in Dallas (1.6 percent), followed by Tampa Bay (2.5 percent), and 
Houston (4.0 percent).

Figure 7 shows the relationship between union membership and the ratio of construction industry wages 
to the living wage.  Each dot represents a metropolitan area and the line represents the best fi t-correlation 
between the two variables. Th e upward slope of the line shows that as the union membership rates increase 
across metropolitan areas, the eff ective buying power of the average construction worker also increases. 
Th ere is a strong relationship between union membership and construction wages.  Th e R-Square statistic 
indicates that union membership “explains” over 83 percent of the wage variation. Not surprisingly, St. 
Louis construction workers, who have the highest unionization rate (41.9 percent), also have greatest 
buying power (78 percent higher than the living wage).  On the other hand, Dallas construction workers, 
who have the lowest unionization rate (1.6 percent), have weak buying power from their wages (just 7 
percent above the living wage).  
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We do know, however, that, nationwide, 83 percent of unionized construction workers have employment-
based health insurance compared to only 48 percent of nonunion construction workers.  Similarly, 71 
percent of union construction workers participate in retirement plans, compared to only 21 percent of 
nonunion workers. 21   Clearly, unionized construction workers enjoy both better wages and benefi ts com-
pared than nonunion construction workers.  Moreover, unions run, with contractors, the best apprentice-
ship training programs around the country. 

We now turn to the profi les of the twenty-fi ve largest metropolitan areas in the nation. 
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Reports from Individual Metropolitan Areas
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Policy Recommendations

Our nation’s infrastructure is crumbling before our eyes.  Th is provides us with a challenge and an op-
portunity -- the challenge to rebuild America to be strong and more economically competitive and the 
opportunity to put millions of people to work in the process. We must ensure that at all levels of govern-
ment our national investment creates good jobs that benefi t all members of the community, including 
women and minorities.

Two new trends give us cause for hope in the years ahead.  Congress must consider a new transportation 
appropriations bill in 2009.  If Congress is serious about addressing climate change as well as our decay-
ing infrastructure, the transportation appropriations bill is the perfect place to begin this work.  Creating 
a more diversifi ed transportation system that encourages biking, walking, and greatly increased transit 
options will both help the climate and provide green jobs.  In addition, the incorporation of “green” tech-
nologies, products, and practices will open up new and refashioned job opportunities in the construction 
fi eld.  Many of these opportunities will fl ow from innovative public policy which is focused on environ-
mental sustainability, economic growth, and the equitable distribution of those economic benefi ts.  For 
example, the wave of Green Buildings Codes in various cities across the country requires buildings to be 
constructed or retrofi tted in line with nationally accepted energy effi  ciency standards.  Th ese regulations 
provide a stimulus to job creation in the fi elds of solar paneling, HVAC installation, carpentry, and other 
fi elds.  

Th e demand for skilled construction labor is growing.  In many regions of the country, the combination of 
an aging construction workforce and growing demand could lead to crippling labor shortages. Construc-
tion companies and unions need to recruit new workers and diversify their workforces if they are to meet 
future needs.  Th e looming shortage of skilled labor in the construction industry is a crisis, but it is also an 
opportunity - an opportunity to give everyone a chance at achieving the American Dream. Th ere will be 
plenty of jobs to go around, and a larger skilled construction workforce will grow all the more important 
as the United States attempts to address its infrastructure needs, including the repair of existing roads and 
bridges and responsible investment in new infrastructure.  

Federal Level

 1) Th e federal government should increase investment in public trans-
portation.  Currently, only about 20 percent of federal transportation spending goes 
toward public transportation, which has been shown to generate more jobs and build 
the economy in a more substantial way than spending on highways.

High gas prices are enough justifi cation for increased investment in public transporta-
tion.  Whether bus systems, rail systems, or inter-city freight and passenger trains, public 
transportation demand is rising as people escape congestion and the high cost of driving.  
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) In addition to the benefi ts to people’s pocketbooks, public transportation investments 
act as engines of economic revitalization and create good jobs.  Analysis from the Trans-
portation and Infrastructure Committee of the House of Representatives shows that for 
every dollar investment in transit, $6.21 is generated in economic activity.  Also, a recent 
PIRG report showed that investment in transit produces nineteen percent more jobs 
than equivalent investments in road and bridge projects (see: http://www.uspirg.org/
home/reports/report-archives/transportation/transportation2/a-better-way-to-go).

2) Federal transportation law (23 USC 140) allows states to utilize up to ½ of 
1% of Surface Transportation Program (federal highway) funds for workforce de-
velopment.  Th is provision should be made mandatory and extended to all federal 
transportation projects, including public transit.  

Until recently, only a few states have used the provision that allows ½ of 1 percent of 
federal highway funds to be utilized for targeted recruitment, training, pre-apprentice 
programs, and other workforce development initiatives. Recently, grassroots groups have 
won programs to reserve ½ of 1 percent of federal highway funds for job training pro-
grams in Michigan and Minnesota. Illinois is considering an even bigger investment, with 
work hours also reserved for low-income people, minorities and women through its capi-
tal bill, currently before the Illinois Legislature.  Grassroots leaders have won community 
benefi ts agreements in Missouri as well, reserving ½ of 1 percent of the budget of highway 
projects for job training and contractor incentives. 

Th e Safe, Accountable, Flexible and Effi  cient Transportation Equity Act (SAFETEA-
LU), which became law in August of 2005, guarantees at least $244 billion in highway 
and transit spending over a fi ve-year period, from 2005 through 2009.   We recommend 
that the ½ of 1 percent provision be extended to all federal transportation projects, in-
cluding public transit.  If this provision were applied to all SAFETEA-LU spending, it 
would generate $1.22 billion for workforce development.

3) SAFETEA-LU included a “Sense of Congress” (Section 1920) that called for 
state DOTs to “facilitate and encourage” collaboration to “leverage scarce training 
and community resources and to help ensure local participation in the building of 
transportation projects.”  Section 1920 should be made mandatory and extended 
to all large federal construction projects, including projects by the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development (HUD), the National Aeronautics and Space Ad-
ministration (NASA), and the U.S. Corps of Engineers. Implementation of this pro-
vision would mean that 30 percent of the work hours on large federally funded con-
struction projects would be reserved for low-income people, ex-off enders, women 
and minorities. 
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4) Federal transportation law should make repairing existing infrastructure a 
priority over building new highways that promote more urban sprawl.  “Fix it fi rst!”   
We should also ensure we create complete streets so that everyone can safely and con-
veniently use the roads, even if they don’t have a car.

Th e collapse of an interstate highway bridge in Minneapolis placed the issue of decay-
ing infrastructure on the nation’s agenda.  Th e American Society of Civil Engineers Re-
port Card for America’s Infrastructure gave a grade of D to our roads and a grade of C 
to our bridges.  Th e federal government should require that states fi rst repair existing 
roads and bridges before building new roads and bridges.  Research has shown that “fi x it 
fi rst” smart growth construction projects generate more jobs than new highways that fuel 
sprawl.  (For evidence on this point, see: www.goodjobsfi rst.org/pdf/backintown.pdf.)  A 
complete streets policy would ensure that when the road is reconstructed or repaired, it 
provides safe access to all who use the road (pedestrians of all ages and abilities, bicyclists, 
transit riders, as well as auto and truck drivers).  Th is would not only create good jobs, but 
also provide better access to those jobs for low-income workers who cannot aff ord a car.

5) Unions are a very important part of the construction industry, helping to in-
sure that workers are well-trained, adequately paid, and enjoy reasonable benefi ts.  
Th e Employee Free Choice Act has bi-partisan support and will protect the right to 
organize.   We support it. 

Our research shows that metropolitan areas with higher rates of union membership in 
construction enjoy signifi cantly higher real wages.  Nationally, unionized construction 
workers are much more likely to have health insurance and retirement benefi ts.  Just as 
important, unions have been shown to run, in conjunction with contractors, the best ap-
prenticeship training programs. Unions benefi t not just individual workers but the whole 
community.  By increasing the productivity of construction workers, unions sustain a liv-
ing wage and decent benefi ts for workers who can support their families and boost local 
businesses and the local tax base. According to a poll by Peter D. Hart Research Associ-
ates in December 2006, 60 million American workers would join a union if they could.  
Presently, labor law is tilted against unions.  Th e Employee Free Choice Act would level 
the playing fi eld so that American workers could make the choice themselves free of any 
coercion.    

6) Th e Green Job Act, passed as part of the 2007 energy bill, authorizes $125 mil-
lion per year to create an Energy Effi  ciency and Renewable Energy Worker Training 
Program. Th e Green Jobs Act is an initial pilot program designed to identify needed 
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) skills, develop training programs, and train workers for jobs in a range of green in-
dustries. It targets a broad range of populations for eligibility, but has a special focus 
on creating “green pathways out of poverty.” Congress has not yet appropriated any 
funds for the Green Jobs Act.  We support full funding.

Jobs in the energy effi  ciency industry – which primarily focuses on weatherizing and 
retrofi tting buildings – are for the most part familiar construction jobs.  Th e Green Jobs 
Act creates training partnerships that require the participation of unions to support 
training that results in good jobs leading to economic self-suffi  ciency. A portion of the 
funds are directed to partnerships that train people under 200 percent of the poverty 
line.  Although this is a small program, it is an important model to build on as the “green 
economy” grows dramatically.

7)  Invest in a green economic recovery that targets infrastructure, including 
building effi  ciency and mass transit.  Pass a Clean Energy Corps to ensure that the 
work of rebuilding and retrofi tting America is done by those who most need work.

America is suff ering through an economic recession, rising energy prices and energy in-
security, and job losses.  All of these problems can and should be addressed simultane-
ously.  A recent report from the Center for American Progress and the Political Economy 
Research Institute demonstrates that a targeted investment of $100 billion – roughly the 
amount the federal government returned to taxpayers as an economic stimulus earlier this 
year -- in greening America’s infrastructure would create 2 million jobs, many of them in 
the construction industry.  A number of organizations have proposed a Clean Energy 
Corps (CEC) as a vehicle for this kind infrastructure investment.  Th e CEC would focus 
on retrofi tting America’s building stock and creating a skilled workforce which will be 
more racially diverse than today’s.  Concentrated in cities and struggling communities 
CEC would combat global warming, grow local and regional economies, and demon-
strate the equity and employment promise of the clean energy economy.         

State/Local Level

 1) State and local policies like Renewable Portfolio Standards, LEED 
building standards, Energy Effi  ciency Resource Standards, and Public Benefi t Funds 
should be passed as a means to create large numbers of new construction jobs, while 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions and energy costs.

Th ere are a number of state and local policy tools to ensure the healthy development of 
energy effi  ciency and renewable energy markets.  Th ese are job creation policies, and far 
better economic development vehicles than tax giveaways to individual green businesses.  
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Th ese kinds of job creation eff orts can be paired with other policies to ensure that green 
jobs initiatives are smart and sustainable and pay off  for workers and communities.  De-
tailed policy recommendations can be found in the Greener Pathways report, available 
at: http://www.greenforall.org/resources/greener-pathways-jobs-and-workforce-devel-
opment-in

2) State Departments of Transportation (DOTs) should reserve 30% of the work 
hours on highway and transit projects for low-income people, ex-off enders, minori-
ties and women.  State DOTs should encourage the development of local task forces 
to publicize opportunities in construction and should work with community-based 
organizations to develop pre-apprenticeship programs to prepare under-represented 
groups for employment in the construction industry.  

Th e Missouri DOT (MoDOT) I-64 project in St. Louis is a model for increased construc-
tion work hours designated for the target populations.  Th e project has pledged up to $2.5 
million towards job training, including pre-apprenticeship programs, as well as contrac-
tor incentives for women, minority, and low-income persons, and has reserved 30% of 
the work hours on the project for these populations. (See  http://www.thenewi64.org/
new6_workforcedevelopment.jsp.)

3) Local governments should pass ordinances requiring local workforce devel-
opment on all large publicly funded construction projects.    

With the help of MORE2, a coalition of churches, Kansas City passed path-breaking 
legislation on April 26, 2007, which applies goals for hiring minorities and women to all 
construction fi rms doing business with the city.   City governments around the country 
are exploring creative ways to insure that local residents benefi t from construction in their 
communities. 

4) Community-based organizations (CBOs) should work to negotiate “Com-
munity Benefi ts Agreements” (CBAs) on large construction projects in their com-
munities that include guarantees for employing local residents, including women, 
minorities, and low-income people.  

Th e Alameda Corridor project is a model of how community groups can negotiate a CBA 
that includes local workforce development.  (See Lisa Ranghelli, Replicating Success: 
Th e Alameda Corridor Job Training & Employment Program, Center for Community 
Change, 2002; available at:  http://www.communitychange.org/shared/publications/
downloads/ACJC%20Replication%20Manual.pdf.)
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) Metropolitan Area Profi les

Metro area core counties included in the construction workforce analysis by race, ethnicity, and 
gender:

New York City:  Queens, New York, Bronx, and Kings

Los Angeles:  Los Angeles County

Chicago:  Cook County 

Philadelphia:  Philadelphia

Dallas:  Dallas

Miami:  Miami-Dade

Washington, D.C.:  District of Columbia, Fairfax, Arlington, Alexandria City,

 Prince Georges

Houston:  Harris

Detroit:  Macomb, Wayne, and Oakland

Boston:  Suff olk

Atlanta:  Fulton, DeKalb, Cobb, and Gwinnett

San Francisco:  Contra Costa, San Francisco, and Alameda

Riverside:  San Bernadino and Riverside

Phoenix:  Maricopa

Seattle:  King

Minneapolis:  Dakota, Hennepin, Ramsey, and Anoka

San Diego:  San Diego County

St. Louis:  Madison, St. Clair, St. Louis City, and St. Louis County 

Baltimore:  Baltimore County and Baltimore City

Pittsburgh:  Allegheny and Westmoreland 

Tampa:  Hillsborough

Denver:  Denver County 

Cleveland:  Cuyahoga and Lorain

Cincinnati:  Hamilton 

Portland:  Washington and Multnomah
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Appendix:  Data and Methodology

To examine patterns of employment in the construction industry we used data from the 2006 American 
Community Survey (ACS).  Conducted by the U. S. Census Bureau, ACS conducts a rolling, random 
sample of housing unit addresses throughout the United States and Puerto Rico.  Each year, about 1-in-40 
addresses, or 2.5 percent of the nation’s population, respond to the survey.  Th e size of the sample permits 
reasonably accurate generalizations for communities of 65,000 or more.  Th ere are more than 60 ques-
tions on the American Community Survey.  Responding to the survey is required by law.   In 2010 the 
ACS will replace the long form in the decennial census.

For ACS data the residence of individual records can be allocated to a particular Public Use Microdata 
Area (PUMA).  Th ese areas contain about 100,000 people and, like other census geographies, are drawn 
to contain a more or less homogeneous population to the extent that that is possible for such a large 
population and area.  ACS also includes information on the PUMA in which respondents work, allowing 
for place of work tabulations, which is what our analysis of discrimination in the construction industry is 
based upon.    

To access the data we relied upon Steven Ruggles, Matthew Sobek, Trent Alexander, Catherine A. Fitch, 
Ronald Goeken, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series: Version 3.0 [Machine-readable database]. Min-
neapolis, MN: Minnesota Population Center [producer and distributor], 2004.  

Aside from the PUMS and ACS data, additional geographic information was required for the project.  
In particular, GIS (Geographic Information System) shapefi les were necessary to identify which PUMAs 
should be used to represent each of the urban counties in our eighteen metropolitan areas.  In generating 
data for the metro areas, core urban counties and urban cities (state of Virginia only) eff orts were made 
to assure that the data represented only the geographic area covering the county – no more and no less.  
However, it is sometimes not the case that the PUMAs and counties have consistent boundaries, such 
that a county is made up of exactly one or more PUMAs.  Th us, in cases where a PUMA intersected (or 
“straddled”) the boundaries of a geographic unit for which data was desired, that PUMA had to be either 
included or excluded from the calculations. Th e decision of whether to include or exclude the PUMA de-
pended on the number of “completely contained” PUMAs that fell within the geo-area in question: if the 
area already had at least two completely contained PUMAs – making accurate calculations for the area 
possible – then the straddling PUMA was left  excluded while if the area had one or fewer completely con-
tained PUMAs residing within it, then the straddling PUMA was included and any additional counties 
falling outside of the geo-area in question but inside the straddling PUMA were noted in the outputted 
data for the geo-area.  Finally, for geo-areas composed of exactly one PUMA, only that one PUMA was 
used in making the necessary calculations. 

Labor force calculations were based on the variable which reports, for individuals working in the county 
or counties under examination, whether or not they were in the labor force at the time of the survey, and if 
they were in the labor force, whether they were employed or unemployed. All calculations were restricted 
to those who were in the labor force and employed at the time of the survey.  Individuals were identifi ed 
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) as being in the construction occupation based on the variable which gives for each individual reporting 
an occupation based on the six-digit SOC code starting with “47”.   We eliminated the less skilled and 
less well paid category of “helpers” (47-3000) and laborers (47-2961) from our analysis of construction 
jobs.  Any individuals reporting an occupation of “unemployed” were also omitted from the occupational 
calculations, along with those reporting that they were “not in the labor force” or “unemployed” at the 
time of the survey. 

To calculate the proportion of the total workforce or the construction industry that was of a particular 
race or ethnicity any respondent reporting Hispanic descent was coded into the Hispanic category, while 
all others were placed into either the non-Hispanic white, non-Hispanic black, or Other (also non-His-
panic) categories.  Th e gender composition of the construction industry is the percentage of the work-
force in the county who were females.  Note that our analysis is based on the jobs located in the county, 
not on construction workers who happen to live in the county.  
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