

FMI, BLS, CLRC parse construction job, wage growth by craft, union status, county

Construction consulting firm FMI produced a Craft Worker Compensation Report for AGC (www.agc.org; under “Hot Topics”) that takes a detailed look at working conditions and wage rates for construction crafts compared to occupations requiring similar skills in the natural resources and mining, manufacturing, and distribution sectors. FMI also analyzed union/nonunion and regional differences. “Key findings” include: “While hourly wage rates in the construction industry, historically and currently, exceed other industries drawing from similar labor pools, construction is also the “riskiest” industry to enter from safety, job security and work/life balance perspectives. The construction industry has failed to adjust wage rates adequately over the past 30 years to match the rate of inflation. The wage gap between the construction industry and other industries has been declining steadily since its largest point (as a percentage of construction wages) in 1971-1973. Construction union wage and benefit rates vary considerably by region and, for the most part, far exceed open shop levels. Compared to other industries, the construction industry has a significantly larger gap between union and non-union wages. Several contacted leading industry human resource executives believe compensation is an important factor leading to the shortages, but cite factors such as industry image, inadequate craft training, hurricanes and a robust economy as contributing factors.”

Union membership increased 311,000 in 2007 to 15,700,000 or 12.1% of employed wage and salary workers, “essentially unchanged from 12.0% in 2006,” the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) reported on Friday. Private sector unionization amounted to 7.5%. Construction union membership climbed from 1,097,000 (13.0%) in 2006 to 1,193,000 (13.9%) in 2007; an additional 29,000 workers reported “no union affiliation but [were] covered by a union or an employee association contract.” Median weekly earnings of full-time wage and salary workers rose 3.3% in the private sector overall from $642 to $673 and 5.0% in construction from $641 to $673. Median union wages in construction rose 3.2% from $969 to $1000; nonunion wages, 2.3%, from $610 to $624. The level and growth of median nonunion wages were held down by the large number of residential employees, who are overwhelmingly nonunion and somewhat lower paid on average than nonresidential workers. In contrast, the FMI study covered only nonresidential construction.

“Settlements in newly negotiated labor agreements reported to the Construction Labor Research Council[CLRC] in 2007 averaged…4.4% for their first year…near the top of the 3.8 to 4.5% range of first-year averages since 1999. The average first-year increase was virtually unchanged from [4.5% in] 2006,” the Council reported late last month. “The average second-year increase for multi-year agreements was…4.3%.” There was little variation by craft or region.

Employment increased from June 2006 to June 2007 in 235 of the 328 counties with 75,000 or more employees, BLS reported on January 17. Over time, employment change can be an important indicator of demand for numerous types of construction. Orleans Parish, Louisiana (New Orleans) had the largest year-over-year percentage increase, 10.8%, followed by Harrison County, Mississippi, 10.3%, reflecting recovery from Hurricane Katrina in 2005. Next were Utah, Utah, 6.7%; Williamson, Tennessee, 6.4%; and Wake, North Carolina, 5.9%. Of the 77 large counties with declines, the biggest percentage drops were in Manatee, Florida and Genesee, Michigan, -3.1% each; Macomb, Mich., -3.6%; and Trumbull, Ohio, -6.3%. The report also showed employment and average weekly wages by industry in the 10 largest counties. Nationally, total employment rose 1.2% but construction employment fell 0.6% from June 2006 to June 2007. Average weekly wages rose 4.6% overall but 5.2% for construction from the second quarter of 2006 to the second quarter of 2007, to $863. In the 10 largest counties by employment, construction employment and wages rose 0.6% and 7.6% to $944 in Los Angeles County (city and suburbs); -1.5% and 2.7% to $1,174 in Cook, Illinois (Chicago and suburbs); 7.6% and 9.5% to $1,504 in New York (Manhattan); 7.6% and 7.5% to $979 in Harris, Texas (Houston); -7.6% and 4.6% to $842 in Maricopa, Arizona (Phoenix and suburbs); -3.5% and 7.2% to $1,016 in Orange, California; 4.4% and 1.4% to $935 in Dallas; -6.5% and 6.3% in San Diego County (city and suburbs); 11% and 6.5% to $1,002 in King, Washington (Seattle); and 1.5% and -1.1% to $841 in Miami-Dade.

“At least 25 states, including several of the nation’s largest, face budget shortfalls in fiscal year [FY] 2009,” the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities reported today (www.cbpp.org). Because most states must balance their budgets annually, shortfalls can lead to cuts in construction and other spending. “Analysts in three states…are projecting budget gaps a little further down the road, in FY2010 and beyond….The list of states facing budget gaps is likely to grow as additional state budgets are released in preparation for the upcoming legislative season. Some mineral-rich states—such as New Mexico, Alaska, Montana and Wyoming—are seeing revenue growth as a result of high oil prices. Other states’ economies have so far been less affected by the national economic problems.” Two weeks ago, the Rockefeller Institute of Government reported that state tax revenue increased 4.4% from the third quarter of 2006 to the third quarter of 2007, slower growth than in the two previous quarters. After adjusting for inflation and legislative changes, revenue fell 0.6%.
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