
MLK InpatIent  
tower project

Union construction careers 
building and improving our 
city’s infrastructure is work 
that pays well.

 
Throughout decades of manufacturing 
decline and the growth of low-wage 
service-sector jobs in the United States, 
the construction industry is one urban, 
blue-collar sector that continues to thrive. 

Los angeles has an opportunity to buck these trends by requiring 
project Labor agreements with targeted or local 
hiring and enforceable diversity policies. 

DoIng It rIgHt— 
the mLK HospItaL
example
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Los angeLes county
BLacK: 8.5%

househoLd IncoMe < $20K: 16.1%

crenshaw
BLacK: 65.4%

househoLd IncoMe < $20K: 29% 

a project Labor agreement 
that includes a targeted 
hire program and equal 
opportunity: 

Requires 40% of the work  
hours to be performed by 
workers “targeted,” from 
economically disadvantaged  
zip codes, in which median 
annual household income is  
less than $32,000 per year. 

Requires 10% of the work hours 
to be performed by “disadvan-
taged” workers from households 
that bring in less than $32,000 
per year and face at least two 
additional barriers to employ-
ment (such as homelessness, 
single parenting, a criminal 
record, veteran status, etc.).

the Los angeles 

mta  
is planning to spend 

$70 billion 
in taxpayer dollars  
to create  
an estimated 

270,000  
jobs over the next 

30 years. this could mean  

gooD jobs  
for poor and 
working-class 
communities 
of color.

Real diversity, including racial and gender equity on the 
construction job site, can be accomplished in Los Angeles. 

In the case of the Martin Luther King Jr. hospital construction projects, the 
County of Los Angeles established local worker hiring policies in a strategic 
move to create and retain good jobs in one of the county’s most economically 
challenged communities. The community expected that the project would equi-
tably represent the people who live in the local area. The County Supervisor 
ensured those expectations were met by expanding oversight of the project to 
include community.

the two MLK projects on the left were 
produced with La county’s new Local-hire policy: 

1 At least 30% of the total construction 

labor hours had to be performed by qualified 

workers who resided within a 5-mile radius 

of the project or within a County of Los 

Angeles zip code where the unemployment 

rate exceeds 150% of the County’s average. 

This group constituted “local workers” for the 

purpose of this program.

2 Disadvantaged local workers performed  

at least 10% of total construction labor hours.  

the ucLa project on the right  
was produced without the  
Local-hire policy.

MLK MuLtIservIce 
aMBuLatory care 
center

ucLa harBor 
MedIcaL center

HoW WILL We 
secUre DIVersItY 
In neW HIres?
In recent years, the City of Los Angeles, 
working with local unions, recognized 
the need to address diversity deficits 
in the construction sector, especially 
with regard to Black workers. While the 
City made progress to improve Black 
workers’ access and participation in the 
union apprenticeship programs, these 
gains have not translated into equitable 
gains in Black worker retention in long-
term union construction careers. While 
Blacks now make up 10% of all new 
apprentices in Los Angeles, they still 
represent only 3.1% of the construction 
industry post-apprenticeship. 
 

The first construction project under this historic agreement will run through the 

Crenshaw district, the heart of Black LA, where 66% of residents are Black. It represents 

an historic opportunity to create pathways to middle-class livelihoods for Black workers 

and their families.

mean hourly  
public sector wage:  

$26.33
mean hourly  

construction wage:  

$23.21
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On average over 14  
months from March 2012 
to April 2013. 

On average over 33 
months from October 
2010 to July 16, 2013.

On average over 23 
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2011 to April 2013.

bu
ild

ing
 a w

ay fo
rward for the

neX

t 1
00 years...

Federal and state laws prohibit discrimination in the workplace: 

• The Civil Rights Acts of 1866 
• Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
• California’s Fair Employment and Housing Act

To enforce these laws, California workers can do one of two things:

WHy Do WE nEED To TAKE ACTion? 

tHe present
Black workers commonly face  
discrimination in hiring and a 
hostile environment on the job.

tHe gap betWeen LaW anD jUstIce
Laws are only as good as their enforcement––and the numbers are not good.

“a lawyer said my case wouldn’t  

generate enough of a settlement to 

make it worth his time. so I filed a 

claim myself. two years later, I’m still 

waiting to hear back.”

Blacks in California have half the 
chance of their White coun-
terparts of obtaining a lawyer 
for employment discrimination 
cases. Other people of color fare 
only slightly better.

Because success requires proof of intent to discriminate, these cases  
are very hard to win, and finding a lawyer who will take on such a  
case is very difficult. 

LIKeLIhood oF FIndIng a Lawyer

PROP 209: In 1996, 
California’s Proposition 209 
prohibited affirmative action or 
consideration of race in state-
funded policies and programs. 
Proposition 209 has made it 
difficult to demand equitable 
representation of Black workers 
and women on projects and in 
apprenticeship training programs.

proVIng DIscrImInatIon
The vast majority of race discrimination cases never see their day in 
court, and those that do face a nearly insurmountable legal obstacle:  
the burden of proving discrimination. 

Our anti-discrimination laws require “intent” to discriminate or if intent cannot be 
demonstrated, a workplace with racist attitudes and patterns severe or pervasive 
enough to create a hostile work environment. But what is severe or pervasive enough 
to make a construction site hostile to Black workers?

The answer is bleak. In 2007, a group of Black construction workers were subjected  
to racist graffiti, including depictions of nooses, in the porta potties they had to use 
every day, as well as racial slurs from their supervisors. The judge found that the 
remarks and graffiti on-site were not sufficiently severe or pervasive enough to show 
a hostile work environment for Black workers. Other cases fail for purely technical 
reasons, a consequence of the difficulty of finding good legal advice and representation. 
In 2005 for instance, Black construction workers who were told by their supervisors,  

“you monkeys go to work or go to the rope” lost a case for failing to exhaust 
administrative remedies before suing. 

1
  sue in state or 

federal court  
(for those able to obtain attorneys)

2
  File with a  

government agency
• Department of Fair Housing and 
Employment (DFEH)

• United States Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission (EEOC)

• Office of Federal Contract 
Compliance Programs (OFCCP)

For an idea of what 
a just employment 
landscape might look 
like, turn the page

—  BWC member

FeW LaWYers
The vast majority of victims of discrimination rely on state and 
federal agencies—the EEOC and the DFEH—for relief. 

tHe past 100 Years
the exclusion of Black workers from quality 
work is no accident. an historic legacy of 
public policies, corporate practices, and 
union opportunism have produced economic  
inequalities for Black workers.

postWar boom
The construction industry played a vital role 
in building America’s middle class during the 
postwar boom. But access to this newfound 
prosperity was not shared across racial lines, 
and Black unemployment actually increased 
during this economic peak. Black workers  
who did find employment were deliberately 
excluded from skilled, higher paying work by 
unions and contractors.

aFFIrmatIVe actIon
Affirmative action law emerged out of Civil Rights 
Movement protests against federal construction 
contractors whose discriminatory hiring policies 
were defended and often administered by the 
powerful building trades unions. While some 
Black workers were hired onto construction job 
sites as a result of affirmative action enforcement 
in the construction industry... 
 

anD reactIons 
...access to work was blocked again when the 
policies began to be dismantled in the 1980s 
and ‘90s. Some trades unions framed affirmative 
action and integration programs as anti-union 
and falsely blamed the inclusion of Blacks for 
the high rates of unemployment in the industry 
in the 1970s, creating division rather than 
shared solidarity and strength.

toDaY’s cHaLLenge
Black power labor activism is pro-union and is 
advancing “social-justice unionism” to fight the 
Black jobs crisis. However, conservative forces’ 
use of racialized and gendered terms to explain 
changes in the economy makes many White 
workers feel threatened by policies like affir-
mative action. High unemployment rates, and 
cultural and racial tensions in the workplace 
also limit unions’ ability to organize members 
to support policies that would create more 
access for underrepresented workers. Far too 
few building trades unions seek to build common 
ground among women, Black workers, and other 
underrepresented communities. The building 
trades unions can play a decisive role in reducing 
contractors’ power to violate worker equal oppor-
tunity and civil rights protections on the job.

tHe neW DeaL
The New Deal produced a divided American 
public, lifting many up but leaving many 
behind. Home ownership was subsidized but 
excluded neighborhoods where Blacks lived, 
and discriminatory employment deepened 
racial segregation by providing economic 
and social mobility only for White men. Labor 
leaders who called for racial unity had to fight 
against union segregation and for the full inclu-
sion of Black workers in the labor movement.

1950s

1960s & ‘70s

NOW?

1930s

FeW agencY enForcement  
resoUrces = WeaK InVestIgatIons

 I left a job in accounting to become a  
sheet metal worker in 1998 because it was 

an opportunity to have a real career that offered 
good wages, health benefits, and a pension. In the 

apprenticeship training program, I earned straight A’s, 
and several certifications and was never unemployed in my 

four years in the training program. Then in 2003, I graduated 
to journeyman. With my experience, half a dozen certifications, 
and my record as a top performing apprentice, I had hopes of 
working continuously and living the American dream like the 

others who had come into the union at the same time. But since 

reaching the journeyman level, I haven’t worked one 
full year as a sheet metal worker. Now, after 12 
years in the union, I’m still not vested in the pension 

program because I haven’t worked enough to 
earn the full credits toward my health 

and retirement benefits. 

 
I’ve been unemployed on the out of 

work list for almost a year. I’m number 325.  
as a woman in this industry and as  

a Black woman, they don’t know where to put me.  
They are not used to seeing women on the job and don’t 
know what to do with us. You are always first to be fired 
from the job. About 2 years ago, I was working on a job 
and was injured. I decided to continue working with my 

injury because I really needed the job. I was afraid 
to report it because I didn’t want to give them any 

ammunition to fire me or to think that I,  
as a woman, couldn’t cut it.

—  Barbara Jones, recent  
apprenticeship graduate  
and mother of three.

Racist porta potty graffiti  
is just one job site occurance 
that Black workers face daily.

35,400 racial discrimi- 
nation claims were filed with  
the EEOC.

1,200 made it past EEOC 
investigations, or 3%. The 
remaining 97%, more than 
28,000 claims, were closed 
when investigation yielded no 

“probable cause” that discrimi-
nation occurred. 

Only 450 cases made it to 
a courtroom, just 1.3%. The 
rest settled or were arbitrated 
under confidential terms 
that prevent the public from 
learning more. 

In 2012, 

These agencies are dramatically under-resourced. Between 2000 and 2008, the 
EEOC’s staffing level dropped by nearly 30%, while the number of discrimination 
charges filed with the EEOC reached historic levels. The result? A growing backlog 
of unresolved discrimination charges—85,768 in 2010 alone. The practical conse-
quence of this crunch is weaker investigation.

BLacK worKerwhIte worKer

1   
in

3
1 in

6

In reality, these laws  
provide very little 
protection against 
workplace  
discrimination.

Q:
How many 
black workers 
does it  
take to  
build a 
light rail

www.lablackworkercenter.org

tHe La bLacK WorKer center

Fighting for Real Jobs. Real Skills. 
Real Protection. Real Change.

The mission of the BWC is to increase access to quality 
jobs; reduce employment discrimination; and improve 
industries that employ Black workers through action 
and unionization.
 
6569 s. Vermont ave.
Los angeles, ca 90044
323-752-7287
 
www.lablackworkercenter.org  
@blackWkrcenter  |  facebook.com/labwc

publication design:

Rosten Woo 
Tiffanie Tran 
Colleen Corcoran

For more information 
about the statistics 
and analysis in this 
publication:

The State of  
Working America 

stateofworkingamerica.org

Black Power at Work
Community Control, 
Affirmative Action, 
and the Construction 
Industry Edited byDavid 
Goldberg, Trevor Griffey. 
Cornell University Press, 
ILR Press, 2010

U.S. Equal Employment 
OpportunityCommission
http://www1.eeoc.gov/eeoc/

We are in the midst of a bona fide Black jobs crisis. Black 
people have consistently been unemployed at twice the 
rate of Whites, and the gap is widening—not narrowing.
In 2012 White unemployment was at 6.6% and Black 
unemployment at 14%.

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2012

In Los Angeles, only 28.2% of Black 
working-age adults are working in 
jobs that pay more than $12 per hour.

Nationally, a full third of all Black 
people live below the poverty line 
(almost three times the rate 
for Whites).

BLacK 35%

33%LatIno

13%whIte

a: none?
If we sit back and do nothing, it could happen. 
 
The first monthly workforce utilization report for  
the MTA’s first targeted-hire project showed that 
93% of the work hours were performed by Latinos, 
7% by Whites, and 0% by Black workers—despite 
the fact that the Crenshaw district where the project 
took place, is over 65% Black. Under significant 
pressure, Black workers were hired and performed 
8% of the work in the next month.

These statistics are common in construction 
and across many industries. There is a great 
opportunity in union construction jobs to fix this, 
given the billions in public dollars that will be 
invested in the industry over the next few years. 
Unlike good manufacturing jobs that disappeared 
from South LA, these construction jobs cannot be 
taken overseas.

we need to keep the pressure on. 
here’s why... 

the black jobs crisis: 
unemployment and underemployment
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9.9%
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us BLacK 
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us whIte 
uneMpLoyMent

did not work and
Irregular work,

42.9%

not Low-wage 
work, 28.2%

Low-wage 
work, 28.9%

percentage oF popuLatIon 
BeLow poverty LIne

www.lablackworkercenter.org



Prime Contractors Follow the law. Monitor and strengthen compliance of all 
Project Labor Agreement requirements, anti-discrimination 
guidelines, and diversity goals. 

• Send written directives to hiring halls 
to convey expectations of cooperation 
in meeting diversity goals

• Post job announcements in Black 
media outlets and public venues within 
targeted hiring zip codes

• Partner with community-based organi-
zations to recruit qualified workers and 
minority contractors

• Require subcontractors to assign staff 
members to act as community liaisons

• Partner with the LA Black Worker 
Center to provide opportunities for 
workers to participate in peer support 
networks and training to increase 
employment retention

• Require anti-discrimination law compli-
ance training for all key management 
staff (including EEO officers, subcontrac-
tors, jobs coordinators, formen, and 
superintendents) and workers

Unions

Work together to hold policy-
makers, contractors, and unions 
accountable for a fair, equitable, 
and representative workforce.   

Hire and train sufficient staffto enforce policy requirements. Public Agencies

Policymakers Set and enforce diversity goals 
for public works projects.

 

 
 

 

BWC

Promote diversity, fairness,
and unity among workers.

 

• Include Black workers in mentorship 
and leadership training

• Continue to expand good jobs and 
quality apprenticeship training

• Develop direct organizational links
to underrepresented communities to 
build knowledge of apprenticeship 
eligibility and enrollment requirements

Workers
and their 

• Articulate expectations for diversity and equal 
opportunity so that projects reflect community priorities

• Facilitate partnerships among enforcement staff, 
contractors, and organizations linked to under-
represented workers in the construction industry

• Require trainings in OFCCP regulations and civil rights 
protections for workers, foremen, and superintendents

• Strengthen anti-discrimination, diversity, 
and equal opportunity goals in project 
labor agreements

• Require monitoring and oversight bodies
to include community representation

• Require contractors to track workforce 
gender/race/ethnicity data and make it public

Contractors, unions, workers, and  

the Black community must work 

together to create real fairness in the 

economy and equitable access for all 

• Get the word out about employment 
requirements and opportunities

• Build qualified construction worker 
pipelines at the neighborhood level

• Organize worker centers, 
union caucuses, and other 
support networks to increase 
access and job retention 

• Require prime contractors to prominently erect 
signage at construction sites with the corporate 
name and contact information of prime contractors 
and subcontractors

• Collect workforce data and report gender, race, 
hours worked, and workers' skill level monthly 

• Make data available to the public online

   

SUBCONTRACTOR
JOJO Builders
555-555-5555
Florencia, CA

90025

communities

BLACK WORKER CENTER

WE BUILD LOS ANGELES!

Black Workers RISING UP for 

JUSTICE, EQUALITY, and DIGNITY!

Participate in bimonthly targeted-hire 
success meetings to track utilization 
reports and problem solve to meet 
goals with other key stakeholders 

UNIONS,
PUBLIC AGENCIES, 

AND CONTRACTORS
Apprenticeship Training

UNION

LA Black Worker Center6569 S. Vermont Ave., Los Angeles CA 90044323-752-7287

Jobs
Justice

and
Dignity

Justice
Equality
and
Dignity


