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Skilled labor shortage puts new demands on Connecticut construction contractors

Rocky Hill, CT:  Addressing ongoing shortages of skilled construction labor, Connecticut contractors are taking workforce development issues into their own hands, developing in-house programs to train talented workers in specialty fields. Working with the Rocky Hill-based Construction Education Center (CEC), four contracting firms have launched trade education classes in ironworking, pipefitting, carpentry, and concrete finishing construction trades over the past year.

The shortage of skilled construction labor seems counterintuitive to July’s labor market statistics, which showed Connecticut’s unemployment increased to 5.7%. But according to Patricia Torres, director of the Construction Education Center, the lack of workers stems from changes in education trends. In decades past, large numbers of bright high school graduates would gravitate toward trade apprenticeship programs. Now, greater numbers of students are choosing to attend two and four-year colleges or universities. 

“The national demand for skilled labor in the construction trades has tripled since 1950. Today, we are facing the pending retirements of 20% of our workforce,” says Torres. “Our industry needs to recruit nearly quarter million new workers each year at a time that the pool of potential workers is declining.”

At Cianbro Companies in Bloomfield, pipefitters are being trained through an in-house apprenticeship training program designed with Construction Education Center, and the company is awaiting approval on its new carpentry training program. Both programs are easing the burden on the company’s recruitment staff.

The Construction Education Center works with contractors like Cianbro to navigate the state’s application process for in-house training and manages the program once approved in the areas of instructor certification and mentoring, record keeping, and reporting. Before a company can begin a certified program it must undergo a rigorous process that includes curriculum development, course syllabi, and verification and/or certification of instructor credentials. As a National Center 

for Construction Education and Research (NCCER) Accredited Training Site, the CEC utilizes standardized curriculum to meet training and contractor needs.

“In-house training programs are a win-win situation for employer and employee alike.  It brings new people into craft fields that are showing dramatic declines of interest, while at the same time providing a long-term career path to the employee,” says Colleen O’Hare, Cianbro’s Southern New England Regional Training Coordinator.  “In-house training also allows us to create a customized program based upon our company needs.  We benefit from the development of loyalty and an increase in retention of those workers we have invested in for our future.”

Employees participating in the in-house training programs are engaged in a traditional apprenticeship program, which combines 2000 hours per year of on-the-job training with a minimum of 144 hours of classroom teaching, also referred to as related instruction. Apprentices are paid fair market wages during their training period, with regular salary increases as they reach OJT milestones. With successful completion of the full program, students will earn a journeymen’s designation from the Connecticut Department of Labor, and will have secure employment in high-demand fields.   

###
The Construction Education Center, Inc. is a nonprofit training organization located in Rocky Hill, Connecticut. Launched by Associated Builders and Contractors of Connecticut, Inc. (CT ABC), The Center’s core mission is to provide quality training and education programs in order to advance careers and long-term opportunities in response to construction industry needs and to enhance the quality, safety and competitiveness of constructors within and outside the state.
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