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Value of starts plummets, Reed says; construction jobs shrink, local wages diverge
The value of new nonresidential construction starts fell 8% from March to April, Reed Construction Data
reported on Wednesday, based on its own data collection. Institutional building starts plunged 47% and commercial
building starts tumbled 45% from record highs in December, while heavy project starts were off 16%. For the first four
months of 2009 compared to the same period in 2008, the value of all starts fell 3.4%, with commercial, -22.7%;
institutional, -6.2%; and heavy, +24.5%.
Construction again bore a disproportionate share of job losses in April. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reported
on Friday, “Construction employment declined by 110,000 in April, with losses spread throughout the sector. Over the past
six months, job losses have averaged 120,000 per month, compared with 46,000 per month from December 2007 through
October 2008.” Construction accounted for more than one out of five job losses in the private sector for the month and
year, even though the industry employs only one out of 20 workers. The April unemployment rate in construction, 18.7%,
not seasonally adjusted, was more than double the 8.6% rate in the private economy as a whole. But average hourly
earnings in construction rose 4.4%, compared to 3.2% among all private nonsupervisory or production workers.
Construction wages rose sharply a year ago when nonresidential construction was booming. Some union
contracts included large increases for both 2008 and 2009, but recent settlements have been as small as zero for wages
(albeit with continuing increases in pension and health/welfare contributions). The May 11 edition of Engineering NewsRecord reported that its index for common-labor wages rose 0.8% in May and 6% compared to May 2008. The 12-month
change among 20 cities ranged from 0 in Denver to 19%

