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SUMMARY
The Office of Legislative Oversight (OLO) anticipates that Bill 35-21 could have a favorable impact on racial equity and
social justice in the County if it increases the share of local Black residents employed in the construction industry.

PURPOSE OF RESJ STATEMENTS
The purpose of RESJ impact statements is to evaluate the anticipated impact of legislation on racial equity and social
justice in the County. Racial equity and social justice refer to a process that focuses on centering the needs, power, and
leadership of communities of color and low-income communities with a goal of eliminating racial and social inequities.1
Achieving racial equity and social justice usually requires seeing, thinking, and working differently to address the racial
and social harms that have caused racial and social inequities.2

PURPOSE OF BILL 35-21
The purpose of prevailing wage laws are to regulate the minimum wage and benefit rates for construction workers hired
for public works projects.3 As mandated by the Davis-Bacon Act of 1931, prevailing wage laws prohibits contractors and
subcontractors whose projects exceed a certain price threshold from paying their workers less than the local market rate
per construction position.4 Maintaining local wage rates by forbidding unreasonable bidding practices and wage
competition serve as the overarching goal of prevailing wage laws.5
The purpose of Bill 35-21 is to expand the number of County-financed construction contracts that comply with the
County’s prevailing wage law.6 Toward this end, Bill 35-21 lowers the threshold for construction contracts to comply
with the County’s prevailing wage law from $500,000 to $250,000. Bill 35-21 also aligns the County’s prevailing wage law
to recent changes in State law that:
•

Expand the definition of construction to include maintenance service contracts for upkeep services;

•

Require at least 51 percent of the new jobs created by the County-financed construction contracts subject to the
prevailing wage requirement to be filled by Montgomery County residents; and

•

Require the contractor to report information regarding the employees hired under County-financed
construction contracts on a regular basis (e.g., payroll frequency).

The construction industry offers high levels of compensation for occupations that do not require a college degree. In
Montgomery County, prevailing wages for building construction range from $25 to $26 per hour for laborers and from
$27 to $47 per hour for skilled trade positions (e.g., carpenters, electricians, and plumbers) excluding fringe benefits.7
Local data on construction earnings also demonstrates high compensation levels by race and ethnicity with White, Asian,
Black, and Latinx residents earning on average between $4,100 and $4,300 monthly in 2017.8 Yet access to construction
positions varies by race due to historical and on-going discrimination in the construction industry.
Drivers of Inequities: There is a long history of racial discrimination in the building trades that rely on kin networks to
refer workers to construction companies and limits access to construction unions by race.9 Historically, most union
construction workers did not pass through an apprenticeship program.10 Instead, survey data reveals that access to the
construction industry was based primarily on family and friendship connections with father and son frequently members
of the same building trades unions throughout the 20th century.11 As such, the construction industry has been
overwhelming White and has also become disproportionately Latinx.
The construction industry’s informal hiring and training structure have perpetuated racially exclusionary hiring and
training practices. Until the mid-20th century, some building trades had “Caucasian-only” clauses in their constitutions.12
While there has been a variety of civil rights and regulatory responses to reduce discrimination in the construction
industry, discrimination against Black construction workers persist. For example, more than 50 nooses have shown up
on U.S. construction sites since 2015.13 And some construction unions continue to discriminate against Black workers
through six exclusionary strategies:14
•

The Catch 22 where White workers hinder Black workers’ ability to join unions by requiring them to have a job
to be accepted into a union, but also require them to have union membership to apply for a construction job.

•

Stonewalling where White workers ignore Black workers’ attempts to communicate with them, thereby
blocking Black workers’ ability to work and join the union.

•

Biased Gatekeepers where racially biased dispatchers refused to send Black construction workers to jobs, thus
blocking their ability to work and to join the union.

•

Discriminatory Testing where unions mandate testing that has no bearing on the ability to do a job but use it as
way to fail Black applicants and to keep the union exclusively White.

•

Explicit Racism where construction unions use overtly racist practices and approaches to limit Black
membership, such as using racially offensive language or sending Black workers to dangerous jobs.

•

Voter suppression where the exclusion of Black workers from construction unions limits their voting power and
ability to make major decisions that benefit them and other Black workers.

Data on Inequities: Taken together, discrimination in the construction industry has fostered racial inequities in
construction industry employment nationally, where in 2020: 15
•

Black and Asian workers were under-represented in construction industry, accounting for 6 and 2 percent of the
construction workforce compared to 12 and 6 percent of the total workers.

•

White and Asian workers were over-represented in the construction industry, accounting for 89 and 30 percent
of the construction workforce compared to 78 and 18 percent of the total workers.

Bill 35-21 was introduced on October 12, 2021.
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The pattern of Latinx over-representation in the construction industry is more pronounced locally, where in 2019:16

OLO also anticipates that Bill 35-21’s requirement that County residents account for at least 51 percent of employees on
County-funded construction contracts could also increase Black employment since Black residents tend to demonstrate
the highest unemployment rates in the County. For example, in 2019, 8.1 percent of Black residents were unemployed
compared to 5.1 percent of Latinx residents, 3.5 percent of Asian residents, and 2.8 percent of White, Non-Hispanic
residents.22 If, however, local Black employees and businesses benefit from Bill 35-21 at the same rate as employees
and entrepreneurs from other racial and ethnic groups, OLO anticipates that the bill would sustain racial and social
inequities in the County relative to employment and entrepreneurship.

Bill 35-21

Bill 35-21

•

20 percent of Latinx workers were employed in the construction industry compared to

•

4.5 percent of White, Non-Hispanic workers, and 2.2 and 2.3 percent of Asian and Black workers.

Latinx workers are also over-represented among those employed in natural resources, construction, and maintenance
occupations in Montgomery County, with: 17
•

21.4 percent of Latinx workers employed in these occupations compared to

•

2.9 percent of White workers, 2.8 percent of Black workers, and 1.9 percent of Asian workers.

RECOMMENDED AMENDMENTS

Expanding Black workers access to good paying construction sector jobs could help to narrow large and persistent
income inequities by race in Montgomery County.18 Disparities in contracts for County-financed construction projects
also vary by race and ethnicity where:19
•

White-owned businesses accounted for 80.6 percent of such contracts in 2020 ($105.5 million of $130.9 million)
and 68.1 percent of contracts in 2019 ($64.3 million of $94.3 million)

•

Latinx-owned businesses accounted for nearly 14 percent of such contracts in 2020 ($17.7 million of $130.9
million) and 25 percent of such contracts in 2019 ($24.0 million of $94.3 million)

•

Black-owned businesses accounted for less than 6 percent of such contracts in 2020 ($7.7 million of $130.9
million) and 2019 ($5.2 million of $94.3 million)

•

Asian-owned businesses accounted for less than one percent of such contracts in 2020 ($0.1 million of $130.9
million) and 2019 ($0.8 million of $94.3 million).

Since Black-owned firms are more likely to hire Black employees,20 expanding Black business-owners access to Countyfinanced construction contracts could further foster Black growth in the construction sector that could help to narrow
income inequities by race in Montgomery County.

The Racial Equity and Social Justice Act requires OLO to consider whether recommended amendments to bills aimed at
narrowing racial and social inequities are warranted in developing RESJ impact statements.23 OLO finds that Bill 35-21
could potentially narrow racial and ethnic inequities in construction employment and contracting across the County.
If the Council desires to narrow racial inequities in construction employment, it could consider an amendment to Bill 3521 that align with the following best practice recommended by researchers at PolicyLink:
•

Establish targeted hiring for BIPOC and women with specific goals. PolicyLink notes that the federal
government establishes BIPOC and women hiring goals at the regional level for all federally funded construction
contracts and that state and localities may set higher goals.24 At the federal level, minority and women hiring
targets cover contracts over $10,000 and hiring goals can range from 0.5 to 87.3 percent.25 Minnesota offers
state examples where its Department of Human Rights has issued goals for minority and women employment in
state-funded construction projects for each city and county.26 The minority and women hiring goals in
Minnesota apply to contracts in excess of $100,000 for employers with more than 40 employees.27 For Ramsey
and Hennepin Counties, hiring goals on state-funded construction projects were set at 32 percent minority
participation and 6 percent female participation.28

More specifically, given the over-representation of Latinx residents in the construction industry, a recommended
amendment for hiring with specific goals would focus on other workers of color (Black, Indigenous, and Asian workers)
to advance racial equity in the construction industry.

ANTICIPATED RESJ IMPACTS
If Bill 35-21 increases employment rates for Black residents or construction contracting opportunities for Black-owned
businesses, either outcome could potentially narrow economic disparities by race in the County. However, if Bill 35-21
increases employment and business opportunities for other ethnic groups more than it benefits Black workers and
businesses, then Bill 35-21 could exacerbate economic inequities by race.
OLO anticipates a favorable impact of Bill 35-21 on racial equity and social justice in the County if the number of Black
residents employed under County-financed construction projects increases. OLO anticipates that lowering the contract
threshold for the prevailing wage mandate from $500,000 to $250,000 could increase the number of Black-owned firms
who secure County construction contracts. Since Black-owned firms are more likely to hire Black employees,21 an
increase in construction contracts to Black-owned firms could increase local Black employment in construction.

CAVEATS
Two caveats to this racial equity and social justice impact statement should be noted. First, predicting the impact of
legislation on racial equity and social justice is a challenging, analytical endeavor due to data limitations, uncertainty,
and other factors. Second, this RESJ impact statement is intended to inform the legislative process rather than
determine whether the Council should enact legislation. Thus, any conclusion made in this statement does not represent
OLO's endorsement of, or objection to, the bill under consideration.

CONTRIBUTIONS
OLO staffers Dr. Elaine Bonner-Tompkins, Senior Legislative Analyst, and Dr. Theo Holt, Performance Management and
Data Analyst, drafted this racial equity and social justice impact statement.
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