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Here in Massachusetts, some union leaders and lawmakers are pushing for an increase to the
minimum wage from $8 to $10 and then later $11 an hour, along with future increases tied to the
rate of inflation. However, if they get their way, it will result in less money for our cities and
towns. This is due to something called the “prevailing wage” law, and can be illustrated through
a recent renovation project announced by Gov. Deval Patrick last week.

Patrick has a $9 million plan to renovate the executive office space. The $9 million are part of a
$110 million renovation package for the Statehouse. Among other things, the money would be
spent on updates such as installing sprinklers, an energy efficient HVAC system, security
cameras, as well as other work. While we can all agree it is important to preserve and maintain
the historical buildings that our state government owns, taxpayers are right to ask questions.

The $9 million price tag, if my assumptions are correct, will be coming from state and local
money; not federal tax dollars. The repairs will be done by union-only laborers and is expected
to cost taxpayers more for less due to prevailing wage laws. The Davis-Bacon Act is a federal
law and requires contracts to pay a “prevailing wage” if a project is more than $2,000, however
Massachusetts has its own prevailing wage law that is implemented similarly on all projects
regardless of the amount they cost. The prevailing wage corresponds with the union wage and is
typically higher than the normal market wages from the Bureau of Labor Statistics.

The original act was passed in order to prevent non-unionized black and immigrant workers from
competing with union workers in the North. Unfortunately, the discriminatory ramifications
continue to hurt our state, where minority contracting firms are sometimes too small and non-
unionized and therefore cannot afford to pay the “prevailing wage.”

The main problem with the act is that it forces contractors to pay a higher wage for unskilled
workers, which forces contractors to hire higher skilled workers, which often times puts
unskilled workers at even more of a disadvantage.

The governor’s plan to spend $9 million, by forcing contractors to pay a “prevailing wage”
which is a union wage, comes at a higher price tag that it otherwise would. The average wage
and fringe benefit for the top 10 construction job titles in Suffolk County under prevailing wage
(with no federal money) is $66.55 per hour, while the average wage according to the Bureau of
Labor Statistics is $39.04 per hour. So with the example of a $9 million renovation project, with
the rule of thumb that 50 percent of the $9 million is labor, or $4.5 million, if instead of paying
our assumed $66.55 per hour, we pay $39.04 per hour, labor costs would decrease by
$1,860,000.

Taxpayers could be saving $1,860,000 by paying the BLS market wage, and use that money for
other “necessary” renovations. Instead, taxpayers are getting less for more money. To put this in



perspective, most people, if planning a renovation project on their own home would shop around
for the best deal based off of quality and cost. However when the state uses our money, that isn’t
the case — because they are legally forbidden to do so!

Assuming the “prevailing wage” which advocates describe as a “living wage” is set at $66.55 per
hour, the annual salary of a worker making that amount comes out to be $133,092 if 2,000 hours
are worked per year. At the BLS level of $39.04 per hour, the annual salary comes out to
$78,082 per year in total compensation. I think most would agree, you would be hard pressed to
argue that $78,082 is not a living wage.

The prevailing wage is based on the minimum wage levels. The higher the minimum wage
becomes, the higher the prevailing wage gets inflated. Unions know this and are pushing hard to
increase the minimum wage. An increase to the minimum wage would increase the cost of labor
for our state’s cities and towns and the repairs they desperately need will ultimately cost more.
When the cost of repairs go up for our cities and towns, so do the taxes.
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