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Where Are the Workers? 
 
An article in the May 24 issue of The Wall Street 
Journal shares some interesting facts relative to 
the unemployment scene.  
 
Even with the nation’s economic growth slowing 
during the past year, the labor market has 
remained strong and the jobless rate is close to a 
six-year low. New information appears to indicate 
job growth may have been overstated. This is 
particularly true in the home-building industry, 
which has been hurt by the slump in the housing 
market. Housing starts in April fell 33% from their 
peak in January of 2006. Yet the number of 
residential-construction jobs has dropped by only 
3% over the same period. 
 
Economists cite several explanations for the 
disparity. One is that layoffs have lagged behind 
the housing slump and will weaken further.  
 
Additionally, some economists say the monthly 
figures from the Labor Department’s Bureau of 
Labor Statistics may be overestimating 
employment, perhaps by misclassifying 
construction workers or failing to count large 
numbers of laid-off illegal immigrants. 
 
The bureau releases two monthly employment 
figures: the unemployment rate, which is based 
on a household survey, and a tally of non-farm 
payrolls, based on a survey of employers. Both 
are conducted through sampling and depend on 
voluntary responses.   
 
A lesser-known employment snapshot, based on 
the most recent quarterly census of state 
unemployment insurance records, shows the 
economy created about 19,000 private-sector jobs 
in the third quarter of 2006. That contrasts with 
500,000 indicated in the monthly figures for that 

period. It also shows the number of construction 
jobs dropped by 77,000 in contrast with the 
increase of 19,000 jobs shown in the monthly 
survey. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One possible flaw in the monthly data is that 
many construction workers, still counted as 
working on homes, may have shifted to the 
commercial construction market. There has been 
“a massive divergence between the movement in 
residential construction and private non- 
residential” construction, states David Seiders, 
chief economist at the National Association of 
Home Builders (NAHB). 
 
The bureau said about 70% of residential 
construction jobs “specialty trades”, such as 
painters, electricians and drywall specialists, can 
take their skills to offices and other commercial 
buildings when demand in that sector is higher.    
 
Some economists said unemployment could be 
overstated because the bureau isn’t registering 
job loses by illegal immigrants, who are frequently 
employed in the building trades. That won’t 
necessarily affect the monthly and quarterly 
payroll count, economists said. Illegal immigrants 
using fake or stolen documents “look like any 
normal employee, and they’d be reported that 
way as well,” said Dawn Mc Laren, an economist 
studying immigration at Arizona State University. 



 

 
Still, job loses by illegal workers could explain why 
the unemployment rate has continued to fall. Such 
workers might be less likely to tell surveyors that 
they are working or that they have lost their job. 
 
But there are problems with that explanation too. 
If illegal workers or their employers sought to 
evade employment surveys, they probably would 
have done so when the sector was booming, as 
well as on the way down. During the housing 
expansion, however, employment rose fast 
enough that legal workers alone could not have 
accounted for the increase. 
 
Photo Gallery 
 
Cascade Mfg Co has been a fabricator of cold-
formed steel trusses for ten years. During this 
period, numerous projects have been converted 
from other types of steel framing to prefabricated 
truss components.  
 
It’s no secret that architects appreciate the design 
versatility of this light weight product and 
structural engineers have grown to appreciate the 
great strength to weight that cold-formed steel 
trusses offer. 
 
Such was the case with a project for Boys Town 
in Omaha, Nebraska. The job consisted of two 
buildings 
on the 
same 
site. One 
was a 
hospital 
with 5 
surgery 
rooms 
and 26 
patient 
rooms. 
The 
other was a medical office building which housed 
patient recovery rooms and a professional tenant 
space. Both buildings were joined by a connector 
link hallway.  
 
Cascade Mfg Co was asked to provide design 
assistance for Omaha, Nebraska based project 
architect and engineer, Leo A. Daly. Dave 
Thomas of Leo A. Daly comments, “Our client 
was intent on having the look of this new facility 
match the surrounding buildings on the Boys 
Town campus which have a more residential 

character. While bar joist was a consideration, it 
wasn’t the right choice for a sloping roof 
application. Dave continues, “The use of bar joist 
also creates difficulties concerning the attachment 
of ceiling treatments. So the use of cold-formed 
steel trusses was a logical choice on this project.”  
 
Matt Pelan, Vice President/Estimator for installing 
contractor Johnson Drywall located in Papillion, 
Nebraska, commented about considerations 
involved with multiple span trusses. “Organizing 
the many truss sizes and types of trusses, in 
addition to sequencing, layout and setting, 
created 
many 
challenges.”  
With regards 
to the end 
result, Jim 
Davis, 
Project 
Manager for 
Johnson 
Drywall had 
this to say, 
“We hit some ‘bumps’ along the way with project 
changes and engineering problems, but with the 
coordination and quick response by Cascade the 
project was completed successfully. We look 
forward to more trusses and working with 
Cascade in the future.” 
 
Finally, an additional comment by Matt from 
Johnson Drywall may summarize the value of 
using prefabricated components on a project this 
size. “If I would have to stick frame the roofs it 
would have taken me 4-5 times more in labor. We 
would have had to pay for additional engineering 
because most of these firms have a hard time 
engineering metal framing. Engineering costs 
could have turned a nice project into a nightmare.” 
 
Email your design and bid requests to 
steel@cascade-mfg-co.com. 

 


