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Executive Summary: Pathways to Apprenticeships in the Construction Trades

South Suburbs and Chicago Wards

Seven (7) south suburban villages and cities and two (2) far south Chicago wards are partnering with OAI, Inc. in the Pathways to Apprenticeships in the Construction Trades  (PACT) Program.
The goal of the PACT Program is to increase the number of minority, women, and hard-to-serve residents from the nine partnering communities who gain employment in construction and/or construction-related work, enter building trades apprenticeship programs, and/or progress toward achieving journey-level status within a building trades union.  The specific goal of the PACT Program will be to successfully place 94 residents of the partnering communities in construction trades apprenticeship programs or into construction-related jobs that can ultimately lead to acceptance into an apprenticeship program.
The communities that have signed Letters of Commitment to the project are: Riverdale, Blue Island, Dixmoor, Dolton, Harvey, Calumet Park, Robbins, and the 9th and 34th Wards in Chicago.  
Developers

Holsten Real Estate Development Corporation, which this summer is kicking off the first phase of a nearly 500-unit housing and commercial redevelopment project in the Village of Riverdale, has made an initial commitment to the PACT Program to interview candidates from the program to fill up to 10 construction-related positions that Holsten anticipates will result from the first phase of its Whistler Crossing project.  Through its Human Capital Development division, Holsten has also committed to advising PACT on ways in which to secure the cooperation and participation of other employers and unions.  

The PACT partnership will work aggressively to secure the cooperation of all developers and contractors working on public and private development projects in the nine partnering communities; the partnership will also actively pursue developers working on other projects in Cook County.

Why a PACT Partnership?

The nine communities comprising this regional partnership perfectly meet the requirements for an effective Employment Opportunities Grant Program: 

1) As communities, they have suffered severe economic deterioration since the late 1960s.

2) They have a combined population of 214,925 people, larger than any city in Illinois other than Chicago. 

3) Their unemployment rates are significantly higher than the state average.  The average unemployment rate in the nine communities is 12.3% (with extremes as high as 22.9% for Robbins, IL). Statewide, by comparison, 5.3 % of Illinois residents are unemployed. 

4) The average household income is  $37,603.

5) Populations are predominantly minority (seven of the nine have minority populations exceeding 85%).

6) Less than 11% of the combined population has a college degree or higher, but 73% of the population has a high school degree or higher (required for admittance to apprenticeship programs) making nearly 75% of the population potentially eligible for inclusion in the program. 

7) They all are embarking on redevelopment/development projects including housing development and rehabilitation, new shopping strip malls, renewal of a 150,000 square foot mall, development of a new 225,000 square foot shopping mall, big box retail, and myriad other projects that are still in planning stages.   

Limited Access

The primary issue facing minorities and women, and by far the most difficult barrier to overcome, is limited access to apprenticeships and journey-level jobs.  Overcoming this barrier can best be achieved by:

1) persuading companies and unions to give minority individuals and women the opportunity to compete on a level playing field for access to apprenticeship training and jobs, and 

2) preparing minority and women applicants to a level at which they can, in fact, compete successfully with other applicants.  

If the opportunity to compete on a level playing field meets high-level preparation, the number of minority individuals and women in the construction trades will increase.  

In order to overcome reluctance of employers and unions, a persuasive case must be made that PACT trainees WILL be prepared to compete successfully for entry into apprenticeships and/or for jobs and that they WILL be prepared to do both the class work and the physical work entailed in working in the construction trades.  A degree of political pressure may be required to bring about the engagement of contractors/developers and unions in conversation, but employers and unions will only respond if they believe that appropriately prepared candidates will, in fact, be sent to them.   

In the end, political pressure and persuasion will be for naught if the individuals being recruited, trained, and referred by the PACT Program are not adequately prepared to compete.   In order to prepare individuals to compete successfully on entry tests, in interviews, in apprenticeship classes, and on the job, OAI is designing an intensive training and guidance program that will prepare participants in the PACT Program to be highly competitive when applying for apprenticeship and work positions. 
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