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By Hugh Kelleher

) INCE THE moroeni Mariy

Welsh declared for mayor,

% there has been ryuch discus-
P, # gion about what his lopg his-
tm'y with construction urdons
taight mean for Boston. He was the
head of the Boston Buflding Trades,
vepresenting laboress, electricians,
plurbers, and other unions — a re-
sume that raised concerns in soms
quarters ahont how he might ap-
proach coptracts with cliy employ-
eed.

Most commeniators took too it~
tle secount of which union workd
Walsh comes frome. There'is a ten-
dency to conflate constinetion
unions with other types of private-
sector unions, and with public
unions. But each of these three
ypes functions differently, and
Walsh's history with construction
unions actually bodes well for tag-
payers.

48 a representative of employ-
ers, I sat in joint union-manage-
ment meetings with Walsh, Al-
though he and I represented differ-
ent sides in colleciive bargaining, T
supporied his candidacy for mayor.
I meetings he was able to iind cofn-
sensus. He in no way fits the stereo-
type of a construction union leader

as atable-banger or bully.

Beyond, that, Walsh comes from

a, world where people are employed -

only when there is & job that needs
doing. Constiraetion unions in Bos-
ton and elsewhers are cognizant of
the botiom line in these key ways:
& Unlike public-unions repre-
senting teachers, police, and fire-
fighters — and undike vnions in

oiher private-sector-industrieg —
constroction unions provide no job
grarantees. There is no tenure or
sendority. Az a tmion emplayer, I
hive the best people and five those
who dow't perform. Period.

m Cur layoff process ravely in-
volves any subsequent arbitration.
Tn over 25 years Tunning vy own
company and negotiating with the
Boston pluinbers uninn, we've had
exactly one such arbitration, Worlk-
era understand that thelr jobs de-
pend upon performance and the
availability of work.

B How much no-
tice mrist the em-
plover give &
ugpion con-
straciion
worker be-

fore layoff? Fifteen minutes, This
happened to me 30 years ago, when
I was as a young plurnber. We were
finishing work in a downtown Bos-
ton apartment building. At 3 p.m.
the boss calted: “Hugh, I'm. sorry,
but we don’t have any work tomor-
row.’ Two months Iater, when there
‘wag another job, he hired me back,
The construction industry’s em-
phasie on reliability and perfor-
mande offers lessons for city gov-
ermment. While the benchmarks for
congtruction work may be more
easlly measured than those jn, say,
education (“How many fest of pipe
did you put in today?” va. “How
much did your students learn
today?™), the construction
model of linking emaploy-
ability to performance
cotld prove useful a3
‘Walsh deals with pub-
‘le-gector unions.
Consider also
theway congtruc-
tion unions deal
. with wages and
benefits, When
construction -
unions reach a
wage agreement,
it is understocd
that the money
needed to keep pen-
sion and health
funds solvent is
subtracted directly
from the total wage
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the head of the Boston
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package. Negotiating wage increas-
e5 while ireating benefiis as an af-
terthought has led to disaster for
many public pension funds, Bug
that isn’t what congtruction umons
and employers do.

Here’s an exampie, Last summer |
1 helped negotiate a new collective

" bargaining agreement with the Bas-

ton plumbers union. After a series |
of meetings, we exnployers agreed :
10 & raise of $2 an hour. This agree- |
ment did not pregume that addi-
tional money would magically ap-
pear for benefit programs. I worlk-
ars wanted to strengthen their
hedlth or pension plans, or to oper-
ate the union training school in
Dorchester, funding would come
from their wages. And because we
enployers hold an equal nurber of
votes ott all the union funds’
boards, we ensure a buginess eye is
brought to those decisions,

Sadly, constraetion wnions {and
unionized contractor groups like
the one I representyhave historical-
Iy done a poor job helping the pub-
lic understand that we operate in
ways that distinguish ns trom the
common impression of “unions.”

Walsh says he's interasted in
strengthening the middle class in
Boston. Having sat across the table
frony him, I have no doubt about
his commitment. But once he takes
the employer’s seat, the standards
he lived by duving his years with
congtruction unions will serve Bos-
tonians well.
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