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Workforce development and the inclusion of minority, women-owned, and emerging small 
businesses (MWESBs) are important pieces of our industry’s long-term success. The complexity 
of the issues involved in ensuring fair opportunities to bid on and perform work cannot be 
overstated. A closer examination of these issues reveals three underlying trends: addressing the 
challenge of replacing an aging workforce, the need to include minorities, women-owned, and 
small businesses in the construction arena, and keeping our businesses strong through ongoing 
education and training.  

As discussed in past columns, baby boomers are retiring nearly at light-speed. Nationally, about 
10,000 boomer-era workers are leaving the construction workforce every day. Replacing these 
workers requires new skilled labor to step in. Secondly, as the economy continues its rapid 
evolution, young people have many career choices outside of construction. This fact means we 
have to create an industry that will attract young people. Both of these trends are affected by a 
third variable that includes cultural upbringing, values, and, in some cases, bias.  

The United States, as well as Oregon, has experimented over several decades with 
administrative, regulatory, statutory, and legal steps designed to stimulate participation by 
MWESBs in public construction projects. Being certified as a Disadvantaged Business Enterprise 
(DBE) can be a competitive advantage for businesses.  

Additionally, the general contractor potentially gains an advantage in alternative contracting by 
helping the public agency reach their participation goals. In practice, unfortunately, the actual 
implementation of DBE goals is imperfect, and has created much dissatisfaction among MWESB 
companies, contractors, and policy makers alike. Creating a strong, fair, and effective program 
remains a challenge for all involved, mostly due to under-performance. 

Earlier this year, a disparity study was conducted for the Oregon Department of Transportation 
(ODOT) that analyzed whether there is a level playing field for minority and women-owned 
firms in Oregon’s transportation contracting industry. The study team found that 27 percent of 
businesses that are qualified and interested in specific types of transportation projects are 
minority or women-owned (MBE or WBE) firms. The team also developed an MBE/WBE 
“availability benchmark” and found that 19 percent of transportation contract dollars would go 
to MBE and WBE firms if there were a level playing field for those firms.  

During the study period of October 2010 through September 2014, ODOT and local agencies 
awarded 8,027 prime and subcontractor contracts totaling $1.9 billion in Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA) and state funds. Of these contract dollars, 11.7 percent were awarded 
to MBE and WBE firms. ODOT’s current DBE goal for the federal fiscal year 2015–2016 is 13.1 
percent. For the upcoming federal fiscal years 2017–2019, ODOT has proposed 11.6 percent 
DBE goal, of which 5 percent can be achieved through race and gender-neutral participation on 



ODOT projects and the remaining 6.6 percent need to be met through the use of race and 
gender-conscious contract goals.  

ODOT states that these goals are based on the “availability of DBEs relative to all businesses 
that are currently ready, willing, and able to participate on ODOT’s federally-funded contracts.” 
Sometimes, reality doesn’t always reflect theory. What are contractors supposed to do when 
there is a lack of availability of DBE certified firms? If there aren’t enough certified firms, 
companies are unable to meet the outlined program goals. 

Quite often cultural differences and lack of skills and technical education dampen success. Over 
the years, AGC Oregon-Columbia Chapter has invested over $2 million in programs aimed at 
diversifying the workforce that align well with federal, state, and local agency goals. In 1997, 
AGC endorsed a mentor-protégé system developed by the Port of Portland. From that year and 
on into today, many of our members have stepped forward to help teach new and emerging 
businesses how to be good contractors and strong business owners. Based on the premise that 
the odds of success are much greater with on-going skill development and guidance from 
successful, experienced business people, AGC and industry members actively collaborate with 
the Port by providing mentors and continuing to invest in the program to this day. 

AGC and the industry’s involvement in the Northwest College of Construction is yet another 
example of the industry working together to introduce and train students and younger people 
for construction careers. The school was started in 2006 to recruit and train workers needed in 
the workforce and appeared as a possible solution to the attraction, retention, and success of 
young workers, who often lack adequate exposure to develop good technical and management 
skills.  

Additionally, AGC has launched Build-Oregon—a website and image campaign dedicated to 
enticing young people to consider a career in construction. Through traveling career fair 
booths, information materials, and heavier use of social media, more Oregon school children 
have and will have the opportunity to learn more about construction and find that it could be 
the right path for them following high school graduation. If they don’t know about the industry, 
they won’t develop the skills necessary to do the work or find a job. 

Finally, AGC continues to make available world-class professional development and training to 
provide continuous education opportunities to both our members and non-members alike. 
After Oregon restructured its contractor licensing requirements in 2007, AGC created AGC 
University   ̶ a 16-module program that helps to develop highly-trained, strong, and competent 
business owners and executives. 

In reality, the industry’s long-term goal should be to ensure the conditions that led to the need 
for these programs are fully eliminated and don’t resurface. Then, a follow-up goal should be to 
remove the distinction between contractors and DBEs and just have strong business owners 
leading high performing businesses. If the goal is to be achieved, it is essential that our efforts 
and resources be focused on educating young people and emerging industry leaders and 
guiding them to become better business people and highly skilled workers. 



Without the education pipeline, highly-trained workers, owners, and executives, and without 
the exposure to both bedrock information about the industry and emerging technologies and 
trends, contractors will continue to have a difficult time meeting DBE “goals.” Construction— 
and many other industry sectors—need to continue making progress toward building not only a 
stream of workers, but businesses qualified and ready to build the Oregon and the America of 
the future.  
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