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Pittsburgh Wears The Union Label  

 
For the last several months we have been hearing about the activities of the "Image Gap 
Committee."  This is the panel charged with creating an updated �brand� for Greater Pittsburgh 
that will dispel some of misperceptions that are purportedly responsible for holding the region 
back from achieving its economic potential. 
 
We wonder how the Committee will take into account the recent Pittsburgh City Council 
resolution on non-union labor.  That resolution reveals more about the factors detrimental to the 
growth of the region than do most of the empty platitudinous ideas being discussed by the image-
makers.  
 
At issue is the construction of a residential structure at the South Side Works complex on the site 
of the old J&L mill.  Public financing from a variety of sources helped to provide funding for 
infrastructure work and site preparation. Subsequently, some of the sub-divided parcels have been 
sold to private developers.  One such parcel is owned by Continental Communities.  A sub-
contractor on the residential project is using non-union labor from outside the area. 
 
A recent newspaper article discussed protests being conducted by local union members about the 
project, even though there is union labor involved on other projects on the site.  Clearly, the 
motivation of the developer is to control costs in a competitive housing market.  The words of the 
manager of the project put it in perspective: "if we had to go all-union, this project would not be 
built."     
 
Nevertheless, some union groups have raised concerns about the working conditions of the 
laborers, their citizenship status, pay, benefits, and other factors.  Those issues were reflected in 
the language of Council's non-binding resolution that passed on March 5th.   
 
The resolution notes that "during the Industrial Revolution�immigrants were exploited by 
powerful business interests" and that these immigrants were forced "to work long hours in 
dangerous, unhealthy conditions for meager wages" and that this strife was ended by "American 
Labor Union leaders [who] fought a vicious, bloody, and ultimately successful battle to give all 
American workers safe working conditions, decent pay, and other benefits".  What this preamble 
has to do with anything in this age of OSHA, Wage and Hour laws, and countless other labor 
protecting regulations is hard to fathom. The real problem is that the remainder of the resolution 
raises concerns about views and priorities of Council. 
 
For instance, the resolution repeatedly asserts that the sub-contractor is utilizing immigrant labor, 
which may or may not be true.  Newspapers accounts and quotes from officials involved with the 
project have stated that the workers may be from the southwestern U.S.  Nevertheless, they are 
viewed as "outsiders" whose presence has weakened the position of area laborers.  The point is 
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that even if the non-union workers were from another part of the Greater Pittsburgh region, they 
would be just as unwelcome.   
 
The resolution also notes that the developer, Continental, "has refused to disclose wage rates in 
violation of Section 201.11(8)b of the Pittsburgh Code."  However, that section is in reference to 
the City's tax increment finance guidelines.  It states that any plan for a TIF should include 
"specific job titles/classifications with pay scales, if available�" According to the URA, since 
the parcel is privately owned and being privately-developed they have no ability to enforce job 
requirements via any City guidelines on TIF projects.   
 
The all-too-clear message being sent by City Council is that non-union workers are not welcome 
on City projects, even private projects.  Sadly, this is not a new message but one that is decades 
old.  City leaders cannot bring themselves to understand that encouraging entrepreneurship and 
promoting profit-making enterprises is the real road out of the economic morass the City faces.  
Always doing the bidding of unions is politically safe, but is not in the long-term best interests of 
Pittsburgh.  City Council has delivered a message. But it is not a good message for the cultivation 
of a new and improved brand and will not reduce our region's "image gap."    
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