Waste and Favoritism in Federal Contracting is Wrong Kind of Change for America’s Construction Industry
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It’s no secret the construction industry has been hit hard by the recession - more than 1 million jobs were lost across our industry in 2008, with 110,000 more disappearing in January 2009. So yes, the infusion of approximately $150 billion in construction and infrastructure funding, and $50 billion in infrastructure bonds promised by the economic stimulus package was good news.  However, many in our industry, including our organization, feel that Executive Order 13502 signed by President Obama this month is discriminatory, encouraging favoritism as well as waste in federal contracting.

The president’s executive order encourages federal agencies to award federally funded construction projects exceeding $25 million to what are known as “project labor agreements” (PLAs).  A union-only PLA is a contract requiring construction projects be awarded only to contractors and subcontractors who agree to: recognize unions as the representatives of their employees on that job, use the union hiring hall to obtain workers, pay union wages and benefits, and obey the union’s restrictive work rules, job classifications and arbitration procedures.  Essentially, if you are not a unionized contractor, you need not apply.  

Per the Obama executive order, American construction workers aided by this stimulus package will likely be limited to union contractors and their all-union workforces.  Unions represent only 15.6 percent of the construction industry, with non-union workers comprising 84.4 percent of the total construction workforce throughout the nation. (Source: 2008 Bureau of Labor Statistics data)  In Georgia, the percentage of the construction workforce that belongs to a union is much lower, just 5.6 percent last year, down from 6.8 percent in 2007. (Source: 2008 www.unionstats.com data)
Even with only modest union presence in our state, this executive order has raised enough concern to spark Georgia Senators Johnson, Hudgens, Balfour and Seabaugh to quickly introduce Senate Resolution 273 to the Georgia General Assembly on February 12, 2009, urging President Obama not to rescind Executive Order 13202, prohibiting project labor agreements as a condition of receiving federal funds.
Finally, PLAs unnecessarily increase construction costs, sometimes by as much as 20 percent per project. (Source: www.abc.org/Government_Affairs/Issues/ABC_Priority_Issues/Project_Labor_Agreements.aspx)  This executive order ensures the waste of more than $30 billion of the stimulus package’s construction spending that could otherwise be spent on job creation and rebuilding our nation’s crumbling infrastructure. 

With the passage of this executive order, millions of construction workers who elect not to be represented by a union may be unable to benefit from the potential boon of $150 billion in construction work included in the stimulus package. Encouraging favoritism as well as waste in federal contracting is truly the wrong kind of change for America. 
