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Fact Sheet

Prevailing wage laws establish local minimum wages for skilled construction workers employed on public construction projects. The laws level the playing field for contractors by ensuring that taxpayer dollars reflect local standards of compensation and craftsmanship. In January 2017, Kentucky lawmakers repealed the state’s prevailing wage law, which had covered state, county, local, and school district projects costing more than $250,000 since 1940. The federal Davis-Bacon Act, authored by two Republicans and signed by a Republican in 1931, continues to apply prevailing wage standards on federally funded and assisted construction projects—including in Kentucky. Today, 29 states have prevailing wage laws.

In Kentucky, local construction businesses and local workers have lost economic opportunities since 2017.
· In-state contractors lost 2 percent of their total market share, amounting to a loss of $520 million in annual business revenue.
· Contractors from Texas, Florida, Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi, North Carolina, and South Carolina have accounted for 100 percent of the influx of out-of-state contractors. 
· All the job growth in the state’s blue-collar construction occupations has occurred among out-of-state and foreign-born workers, with U.S.-born citizens from Kentucky losing jobs in these trades.

Repeal has had no effect on public construction costs or bid competition in Kentucky.  
· An analysis of 2,155 highway resurfacing projects from January 2014 through 2020 found that repeal had no statistical impact on the cost of state-funded highway projects in Kentucky, relative to federal projects that paid Davis-Bacon prevailing wages.
· Repeal had no effect on bid competition for state-funded highway projects, with 1.6 bids per project before repeal and 1.6 bids per project after repeal.
· When comparing public schools built between 2019-2020 to those built between 2023-2026, construction costs per square foot have skyrocketed by 88 percent in Kentucky—much higher than Ohio (51 percent), which has prevailing wage but exempts school construction, and Maryland (26 percent), a state with prevailing wage that also discloses cost data per square foot.

Since repeal, overall job quality has deteriorated for Kentucky’s blue-collar construction workers. Relative to three neighboring states that maintained strong prevailing wage laws:
· Construction worker earnings have dropped by an average of 4 percent.
· The homeownership rate of construction workers has fallen 11 percent.
· Construction worker enrollment in Medicaid has increased by 4 percent.

Following repeal, productivity and safety outcomes have worsened in Kentucky’s construction industry. Compared to three neighboring states that maintained strong prevailing wage laws:
· Gross domestic product (GDP) added per employee has grown 6 percent slower.
· There has been a 25 percent rise in the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) violations rate at construction worksites, translating into 1.1 more violations per inspection.
· On-the-job fatalities in construction have been 20 percent higher.

Repeal of the prevailing wage law has had negative consequences for workers and the construction industry. Construction worker earnings have not kept pace with neighboring states, resulting in lower levels of homeownership and greater reliance on government assistance programs. Compared with neighboring states with prevailing wage, construction worker productivity has grown slower, on-the-job safety violations and fatalities have proliferated, and local contractors and workers have been replaced. Above all, repeal has failed to deliver any savings on taxpayer-funded public construction projects.
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