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ast winter, (n a roport o the
Sacramentn Regional Transit
Board of Directors, RT staff
recommended agmml negoti-
andu, a pre-hire proiect labor
agrdement ; PLAY with local building
trade unions welating to 870 mitlion
in construction work an Regional
Transiv's $208 million southern exten.
smd of \ight rail. Earlier this spring,
the RT Board went agaiast this recom-
mt:]:datmn and approved ¥ pre-hire
PLA for constrution ou the south
linej extension scheduled to begin late
nex| )\.al'
tie K1 Board’s decisinn was a con-
ersial one. spawning everything
scathing newspaper editorials to
sstonate, sometimes angry, debate
between government ageeics and
nou-union contracrors and trade or-
ganizations over the benefitx and
drawbacks of project labor agrecments.
in Sacramenio and around the
counitry, it's clear that the political
imdl legat battles over PLAs are just he-
ginping. So far, court cases from San
Fraficisco to Boston have ¢ropted a
long list of complex questions. in
esséncy, the conflict over PLAs hreaks
down into twa camps. Supporters
claijn that PIAs maximize local his-
gl ensure labor peare, enhance
vin-fhe-job safety, and keep taxpayer
]
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“Thie PLA...helps ensure that

the people who will build the
tragk...look like the people

wh? will ride the train.”

Laurgn Hammong
Cauneil member
City §¢ Sacraments

cusps down by eliminatinng expensive

smkes and work stoppages. And op-
porents insist that project labor
agriements discriminate against non-
unipn contraciacs, woihen, minorities
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Weughlng the Pros and Cons

and apprenti¢ds
— in the provess
¢oiding the com:
petitive bidding
process and lead-
ing to higher
taxpayer  con-
struction costs,

The evideneco

Int a bid tu idencify the impasct pro-
ject labor agreements are haviag on
business in the Capital Region, Conmstocks
lonkad Into ssues involving two recant
PLAs — Regional 11ansits 5208 mittion
south line Hghr.aail extension, and the
ity of Sacramenta’s 538 million Swnp 2
wastewater Improvement project.

Mark Gilbert, chief legal counsel for
Regional Transit, says that several key is-
snes caused the RT Board to vote Sto 1
in favor of a PLA this past April.
According to the repoct presented hy
the RV staff, one importat concem was
that project delays resulting from con.
tractor strikes or work stoppages could
jeopardize ¢rucial federal funding (The
south line must open for service by the
year 2003 or RT could tose $103.2 mil
lion in federal fundingh.

Regional Transit. of course, is neo
stranger to this form of fiscal faliout,
having sutfared milligns of dollars in
light-rail cost overruns in the 1980s.
But in attempting to eliminate laboy
strikes and the resulting costs assaciated
with project delays, opponents of PLAy
¢harge that the RT Board made a num-
ber of misguided sssumpuons.

“The project labar agreeroent,” gays
John Rabinson, execubive director of
the Golden Gate Chapecr of American
Builders and Contractors (ABC), “forces
every warker an the project to becoms
a member and mainrain membership (o
a rrade wnion for the duratton of the
projtct — ¢ven if they heve chosen to
work for a company that is oy signato-
ey to a upion. This is uafalr for the 80
pereent of California  construction

“a project is put hut to bid, that eypically inel
wee only union wvdmr& in ex]

workers wha are not union members
and who do not want to pay union dues
and fees.”

This past February, aftey the Sacramento
City Council approved a PLA for
Sump 2, the much-noeded overhaul of
Sacramento’s outdarex] wastewares rreat-
ment facilities, Robinsan, whose group
represents more than 300 general son-
tractors, subconrractors and suppliers in
the California construction industry,
stated that “Sacramento taxpayers
should nate thar fewer companics will
be bidding on this project because of the
PLA. The Council claims thar [the PLA]
will ¢nure gronomic completion of the
project. In reahry, the PLA means fowiry
bids, less competition, and ultimately,
highet prices for raxpayers.”

5o why have Sacramento’s city offi-
cials supparted PLAS? “This agreement
maximizes the opportunities for local
hire,” Regional Transit Bowed member
Darrell Steinberg told a reporter after the
RT vote in April, ~{t's as close as we come
t a guaranter that Sacramentans ar¢ put
1o work on the eXtension.”

As For the ¢laim by LA oppenents
that such agreernenes chill competition.
Reland Katz, attorney Eor the Opetating
Engincers Local No. 3, is quire blunt,
“Projedt labor agreements are not com-
petition kitlers. No one is precluded
from bidding on jobs.”

The fine prine

Technically, Katz is correct. Nelther
the light rail nor the Sump 2 PLAS pre-
vent non-union shops from bidding on
or being awarded contiacts. But lan.
guage In the agreoments does reguire
workers an both projects to pay unign
dues and fees and contribute 10 union
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pengion pans and oenent packages.
what dots this mean for non-union
worters forced to join 8 ynion under a
PLA
L[ndcr @ typival union’s constitution
and’ by-laws, non-union electricians
wishiing to work on a PLA praject woulq
have to quit their carrent jobs, thus ter-
mivpting any pansion benefits buile up
theqe and pay an initiation fee to jnin
Sacramento Local 1BEW 340, which
wmlld take 33.21 per huut from their
pavehecks. Because they are new, those
workers would ot receive any of the
benefits of existing union members aod,
whien they leave the unlon after the job
£ tblurn to their tormer ¢mployer, any
maticy pald into the union pensian
would be non-transfersble and thus
wasted. “They would not ger any henefit
from that money. except a job” savs
Steven R Moore, president anid CEQ of
Rex{ Moore Electeteal Conteacrars &
Eagjacers.

¢evin Dayton, gavernment atfaires di-
rector for the Golden Gate Chapter of
ARG, says that there is alsa evidence thar
PLAs discourage minority- and women-
owned busintsses from bidding on
pulglic works projects. For instangy,
Daytow says, after the Sacramento City
Counci) approved a PLA on the Sump 2
project earlicr this past winceg, the win.
aing general contractor reported 4
mirority-gwied busiaess participasion
of just 0.48 percent — well shy of the
citylof Suctamento’s goal of
9 percent. Sump 2 participa-
tvon by women-owned
businesscs was 0,47 percent,
agaln well belaw the city's
goal of 3 percent.

h the face of such statis-
tics| Davton wonders how
PLA proponents can make
the] ctaim that such
agreements don't shur
noa-union shops our of the bidding
progess. “People who supporr project
labdr agreements can Talk all they
want,” Dayton says, “but the bottom
lin€ is that PLAs prevint 80 percent of

i .
thej construction shops in California
from Bidding on profects and winning
contracts. Fews bidaers meany reduced
cor'E:etition and higher construction

costs. In che end, guess who gots to pay
tor that increase? Uh-huh, The taxpaver.”
At supporting ¢vidence. Dayton cltes
# 1995 study vn the Roswel] Park Cancer
Institute in Enffalo, N.Y., conducted he-
fore ana after a FLA was tmplemernited.
The study showed that “bids made be-
lorg the PLA totaled 53 million under
budget, while bids made after the FLA
towaled 53.5 million over budget.”
Cloier to home, a report on PLAs pre-
parbﬁ jointly by the California chapters

ot At an@ the Calitornia Chamber of
Comtmeerce indicates that “the Southarn
Nevadla Water Authority rejected a hid
from 2 nan-union “Merit Shap” compa-
ny that was $200,000 tower than the
second-lowest bid, solely because the
company would aot submit w the
union rules and restrictions requiced in
a pre-hire PLA Y

“We feal,” Naytor concludes, “that
organized labor has one main reason for
advocating LAs: to gain market shace
by lobhylng public officials 1o favor
companies that have a coblective bar-
pailning agreement with 4 unton. This.
policy opposes the principles of open
campetition and free enterprise and we
blivve thix is unfair o workers, employ-
¢tz and eaxpayers.”

Thae parties

In Sacramento, whire Mayor Joe
Seraa je. ang other loval leaders such as
City Council member and RT Board
Chair Lauren Hammond #re openly pro-
union, some Critics talk of 2 union-only
conspiracy. “That's a crock of you know
what,” Hammond says nf the conspiracy
theoty. “How can we have a canspiracy?
Do you know how hatd it is for us w
ageee on anything? We all want buslness
in Sacramento o thrive.”

There are, Hammond mlmits, "a
number of council membetz who sup-
port vrganized labor, 1 myself was a

“The PLA means fewer bids,
iess competition, and ultimately,
higher prices for taxpayers.”

Jonn Robinson

Exgcutive Director

Golden Gaw Chaptar gf

Amarican Builders and Contragtors

uninn member 20 years ago. I'm net
going to  apologize for thar”
In voting in favor of the light rail PLA,
Hammond says her intent was to make
sure loral workers — especially local
workers of color — have an opportunity
to eam wages and build careers. "The
PL& , . . helps epsure that the people
who will huitd the track . . lueuk like the
people who will vide the train.”

tahor altorney Karz sgrocs, adding
that “we think it’s beyond question that
wnionized workers are more praductive
than non-uninnized warkers,” cltlng ‘&
whole body of avidence from arpund
the countey,’ including a recent study
which found that it's cheapet t0 build a
mile of freeway in highly-watonized
Catifornia than it is in Florida, a state
which does not have prevailing wage
laws.
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Rex Moare CEQ, Steven Moore, savs
he has found the opposite in ks busi-
ness. Slnes hie changed from 2 union to
an open shop, his company is 20 w 30
percent more productive. He attributes
the difference to the union’s work
resteictive rules and the attintdes Lhat
20 along with union warkers, "It iy
widely hetd — and 2 Cal OSHA repon
confiemed — that non-union projects are
safor aned cheaper than union pmijects.”

The jJury says...

S0 what's the real truth about PLAs?
Are they necessary tools thar deliver
tap-guality public works projects on
tioe and under budget? Or do they end
up costing business and taxpayers more
in the end? Do PLAs create opporuni-
ties for local work forces? Or do they
sonff out thase opportunities? From a
fegal standpomi, the jury is stitl owt. In
California, the Supteme Court has re.
cently agreed to hold hearings in
lawsuits challenging PLAs in hoth San
Francisco and Los Angeles.

tn Stackton, wher the ¢ity will soon
be foreed to swpend millions on waste-
wakir treatmnent improvernents in a bid
to comply with discharge requiremeries
1 the San Joaquin River, public officials
and privare-sectot business teaders are
watching the cases closely

“Solving the city of Stockton's waste.
water treatment challenges s vial 1o
the cconomic future ot this region”
says Comygtock’s Editorial Board member
Ronald 8. Addiaglon, executive dirvctor
of che Business Council In¢. of 5an
Joaquin County. A projecy lahor agroe-
ment has pot heen considered by the
city, nat should it e, 23 it dampens the
competitive process.” «

Dennis Pottenger 5 an awant-swhining
literary journalist whose work aggeats in
Blue, National Geographle Traveler and
San Franciscn Magazing. e hus répocted
on transporiation ami envirpnrmeyeal i5S4es
in California’s Capital Region since the
mich 19805,
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