
 
 

PLAs are typically touted as being in the “best interests of the workers.” But here is the painful 
truth for construction workers who are forced to participate in a PLA. It could cost a worker – in 
this example a journeyperson electrician – as much as $70,233 to work under a PLA. 
 
The “total package” of wages and benefits are set by the state in what is called a “prevailing wage 
determination” which is almost always based upon the union’s collective bargaining agreement. In 
San Luis Obispo County for the job of inside wireman – the total package is $58.57 an hour but 
let’s look what happens to that. 
 
The package is composed of an hourly wage, and amounts for health insurance, pension, training, 
and an amount for “other purposes” (really - a union slush fund). 
 
So long as the total of payments add up to the total package – the amounts for some of these items 
can vary – but the wage can never drop below $39.50. But watch what happens and the impact 
these variances have on non-union workers who are forced to contribute under the PLA. 
 
The PW amount for health and welfare is set at $10.20 an hour – and that is the amount the 
contractor must send to the union for medical coverage for the covered employee. That is $1,632 a 
month for medical. Rex Moore collects $720 a month for a full coverage plan for a typical covered 
worker and family and another example – under the ACA – you can purchase a gold plan policy for 
a family of three for $856 a month. So, at a minimum, the electrician forced into the unions’ “one 
size fits all plan” costs him or her at least $800 a month! And if the worker doesn’t need any 
medical coverage – say they are covered on their spouse’s plan or parent’s – they loose the entire 
$1,632 for coverage they don’t need (remember – the total package must add up to $58.57 – so an 
employer who pays less than $10.20 an hour – pays more into one of the other categories – usually 
pension. 
 
So let’s look at the pension. That is set at $7.45 an hour. The vesting can vary from union to union 
but according to the IBEW/NECA website – it is five years for locals in Southern California. So, 
unless the non-union worker gets five years of work in the IBEW – they lose the entire $7.45 
because they never qualify for retirement from the union. To qualify for being part of the total 
package, a non-union contractor must make an irrevocable contribution to the benefit of the 
worker – usually the contributions are made into a 401K. 
 
The package includes an amount called “other payments” which we in the merit shop call the 
unions’ slush fund. In SLO it’s $.44 an hour – not much – but it still is an involuntary “deduction” 
from the total package that in the merit shop is typically paid into pension. 
 
Finally – these workers now are obligated to pay union dues for a union they did not voluntarily 
join. I am sure some in the audience will complain that no one can be forced to join a union or pay 
dues – but I’ve seen PLAs that mandate union membership beginning on the 7th day of work – so I 
argue the dues are required – and in SLO it is $31.70 a month or $.20. 
 
So when you add up the higher costs for medical, the loss of pension contributions, the payment of 
dues and “other” fees, a PLA at Cuesta will cost a non-union electrician at least $13.14 an hour – 
for a union the worker never agreed to join! 
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PLAs Cost Our Workers 
These scenarios assume a two-year construction project with 48 weeks of full-time, paid 
employment.1 
 
 electrician, 2 

dependents. PLA in 
place 

electrician, 2 
dependents. No PLA 
in place 

electrician, no 
dependents, health 
covered under ACA  

Total package $58.57 $58.57 $58.57 
Health & Welfare $10.202 $5.353 $0 
Training4 $0.78 $0.78 $0.78 
Union Dues5 $0.20 - - 
“Other”6 $0.44 - - 
“Lost” Pension7 $7.45 - - 
Available Take 
home pay 

$39.50 $52.44 $57.79 

  $13.148 $18.499 
“Savings” to worker 
free from PLA10 

 $50,457.60 $71,001.60 

 

                                                 
1 These scenarios do not calculate any tax consequences that could result from an 
employers decision to pay additional wages to reach the total package or make pension 
contributions that could shield some payments from federal and/or state taxation 
2 Paid to union trust – assumes full coverage for employee and dependents 
3 For illustration, this is an estimate from Covered California for a Blue Shield Gold 80 
PPO policy for this family in SLO County. 
http://www.coveredca.com/shopandcompare/2015/#healthplans 
4 Required payment of training contribution to State CAC or apprenticeship program 
5 https://www.unionfacts.com/lu/25310/IBEW/639/#membership-tab 
6 From DIR PW calculations. INCLUDES AN AMOUNT FOR THE NATIONAL LABOR-MANAGEMENT 
COOPERATION FUND AND THE ADMINISTRATIVE MAINTENANCE FUND. 
7 According to IBEW/NECA pension vests in five years, contributions made if worker 
doesn’t vest are “lost.” https://www.scibew-neca.org/html/pspd0080.htm 
8 This is the difference between the required basic hourly rate of $39.30 and the total 
package of $58.37. The employer MAY pay this on the wage – which results in additional 
costs to employee and employer or more typically, may make an irrevocable contribution 
to a retirement account like a 401K. 
9 Ibid 
10 As previously noted, this amount could be in the form of wages or a contribution to a 
pension program. 


