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Diversity ownership vies with labor unions for building 
contracts 
 
A dustup over requiring a project labor agreement when building the new $400 million 
Holyoke Soldiers’ Home highlights a problem with efforts to include more minority- 
and women-owned businesses in the contract pipeline: union jobs. 
 
Non-union contractors want the requirement struck from the bill, saying the directive is 
discriminatory toward minority and women-owned contractors, according to the State 
House News Service. John Cruz of Roxbury, owner of a third-generation minority 
construction firm founded by his father, wrote to lawmakers urging them to remove the 
requirement. Cruz cited a GBH report this month that found less than 1% of the 
construction work associated with Polar Park in Worcester went to a certified minority-
owned business. The $100 million project was built under a union agreement. 
 
“Whether it’s in Holyoke, Worcester or Boston, the results will be the same,” Cruz 
wrote in his letter to lawmakers. “If you make construction projects union-only, open 
shop nonunion minority contractors and workers are effectively shut out.” 
 
The National Black Chamber of Commerce cites project labor agreements — in which 
a construction project is awarded to contractors and subcontractors who agree to 
recognize unions as representatives of their workers on the job — as “protectionist 
legislation” that throws up barriers to minority and women-owned businesses. 
 
Politicians, particularly those in Massachusetts, have long been union supporters and 
have often joined rallies supporting union causes. 
 
But a new emphasis on job equity calls for increased participation of minority- and 
women-owned businesses, particularly when it comes to city and state contracts. 
The Holyoke bill is a harbinger of more interest-clashes to come. 
 
Associated Builders and Contractors Greg Beeman explained in testimony earlier this 
month, “Open shop contractors, unlike their union counterparts, do not use labor pools 
and hiring halls. They have their own employees who they hire, train and develop.” 



 
In his group’s testimony to lawmakers this month, Merit Construction Alliance 
President Jason Kauppi said PLAs discriminate against the vast majority of the 
construction workforce that operates outside of “the confines of organized labor.” 
 
The agreements effectively block minority- and women-owned companies from 
bidding and working on projects, he said, and make it more difficult for the state to 
reach its supplier diversity goals by “locking out” non-union shops. 
 
Pols face a dilemma: side with unions or put real muscle into the push for equity? 
The project labor agreement language was added to the bill by the State Administration 
Committee, co-chaired by Rep. Antonio Cabral (D-New Bedford). The House Ways 
and Means Committee, chaired by Rep. Aaron Michlewitz (D-Boston) retained the 
PLA language in its version of the bill. 
 
The House approved the legislation Thursday, which authorizes long-term borrowing 
to pay for the new Soldiers’ Home. 
 
PLA opponents suggest the language might be contested in the Senate, also big on 
union support, or get eliminated by Gov. Charlie Baker. 
 
Whether the union language stays or goes, the genie is out of the bottle — an emphasis 
on diversity ownership in awarding contracts is on a collision course with organized 
labor. 
 


