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The IRAP Threat 
 
Executive Order 13801 was issued on June 15, 2017. 
 
It set forth a process to examine ways to expand apprenticeship with a stated emphasis on new and 
emerging industries—hoping to increase employment opportunities and higher wages for workers while 
providing a steady flow of qualified employees for businesses and whole industries. 
 
In the announcement of the Executive Order and the subsequent Taskforce to examine the issue of 
expanding apprenticeship, Sec. Acosta highlighted the long and successful track record of the Building 
Trades’ jointly managed, privately financed registered apprenticeship system, when he observed, “if you 
look into the Building Trades, there’s almost a billion [dollars] that’s spent every year, and that’s all 
private sector money.  The Building Trades have put together labor management organizations that 
jointly invest in these apprenticeship programs because they know both on the labor side and the 
management side that a skilled workforce is critical to the Building Trades.  And that’s how it’s worked 
for a number of years.” 
 
North America’s Building Trades Unions (NABTU) was asked to join and participate in the Taskforce in 
order to provide insight into what makes a successful apprenticeship program and how the Trades 
model might be replicated in other industries. 
 
NABTU participated in a series of Taskforce meetings and Sub-committee meetings convened by the 
DOL and led by the Secretaries of Labor, Education, Commerce and Ivanka Trump. 
 
NABTU President Sean McGarvey, SMART Union President Joe Sellers and United Brotherhood of 
Carpenters President Doug McCarron represented construction unions on the Taskforce. 
 
NABTU and other union representatives engaged and supported efforts to streamline certain aspects of 
the registered apprenticeship system so as to expand creation of and participation in registered 
apprenticeship programs without risking quality and rigor.   
 
They highlighted the success of Building Trades programs and noted features of and outcomes from 
joint, labor-management registered apprenticeship programs in construction: 

• Wages are higher for those completing a registered apprenticeship program. Workers who 
successfully complete a registered apprenticeship program make $300,000 more over the 
course of their career than workers who do not complete an apprenticeship (US DOL); 

• Safety rates are better for those completing a registered apprenticeship program; 
• Registered apprenticeship programs are subject to the specific EEO requirements; 
• Construction registered apprenticeship programs train more than 50 percent of all registered 

apprentices in the US; and  
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• The Building Trades’ Joint labor-management apprenticeship programs train 75 percent of all 
construction apprentices in the US.   

After the Task Force released its final recommendations, the DOL issued Training and Employment 
Notice (TEN) 3-18 on July 27, 2018, which spelled out the DOL’s action plan based on the Taskforce 
recommendations.  The DOL’s goal was to expand apprenticeship in industries where registered 
apprenticeship was not “already effective and substantially widespread,” through the use of a new form 
of apprenticeship: Industry Recognized Apprenticeship Programs or “IRAPs.”   
 
The DOL’s TEN 3-18, however, stated that the new IRAP model would NOT be available in construction 
(or in military apprenticeship) because of the “high concentration” of registered apprenticeship “in 
these two areas.”   
 
What are IRAPs? 
IRAPs, or Industry Recognized Apprenticeship Programs, are apprenticeship programs that are not 
registered with either a state or federal department of labor.  The key differences between IRAPs and 
traditional registered apprenticeship programs is that IRAPs are approved by private industry entities 
under much less strict requirements than those for registered apprenticeship. 
 
For example, IRAPs are not subject to DOL regulations for apprenticeship quality standards or EEO 
outcomes found in 29 CFR 29 or 29 CFR 30, which are required for all registered programs. Many of the 
requirements for IRAPs would be based on the self-reporting of IRAP sponsors, with no direct 
government oversight.   The industry-based entities that “recognize” IRAPs would also not require these 
sponsors to publicly report information on quality standards, graduation rates and other information 
that is typically required of all registered programs.   
 
IRAPs would also not be required to pay graduated wages as found in the registered system and would 
only require federal, state or local minimum wages, or in some cases only stipends that could even be 
below minimum wage. 
 
Although groups like ABC have claimed in legislative testimony and public statements that IRAPs are not 
intended to undermine successful, privately financed registered apprenticeship programs, NABTU is 
deeply concerned that the entry of IRAPs in the construction industry would undermine employer 
confidence in the entire apprenticeship system because IRAPs in construction would turn out large 
numbers of “apprentices” trained in loosely regulated programs with inadequate quality and safety 
standards and no requirements for diversity outcomes. 
 
Construction Industry Exemption at risk 
Due to recent developments in Washington DC, led by the President’s Labor Advisor at the Domestic 
Policy Council and assisted by the Chief of Staff, NABTU is concerned that when the final IRAP 
implementation rules are released in the next two weeks, that the construction industry exemption will 
be REMOVED. 
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It is important to remember that the construction industry exemption was based on language in the 
original Executive Order and on the DOL’s Training and Employment 3-18 (TEN), which spelled out the 
reasons that IRAPs were NOT needed in construction.  The TEN reflected the Final Recommendation of 
the President’s Task Force on Apprenticeship that IRAPs should not be available to construction and that 
IRAP apprentices should not be eligible for Davis-Bacon.  
 
The main advocate for ending the IRAP exemption in the construction industry is the Associated Builders 
and Contractors (ABC), which has for many years demonstrated a commitment to a low-road training 
and employment strategy in the industry.  ABC wants nothing better than to use this lightly-regulated 
system to flood the construction industry with poorly-trained workers who would be called 
“apprentices.”  ABC’s main motivation, which they have stated publicly, is to use these new 
“apprentices” to gain access to the prevailing wage market.  Currently, prevailing wage (or Davis-Bacon) 
law allows contractors to pay workers less than the survey-based prevailing wage rates only if those 
workers are part of a registered apprenticeship program.   
 
The ABC is hoping to get all the benefits of registered apprenticeship without making the requisite 
investments or being subject to government enforced quality standards and EEO mandates that apply to 
registered apprenticeship.  Their aim is to get an expedited path to registered apprenticeship that will 
allow them an end run around Davis Bacon guidelines and undermine the safety, quality, diversity and 
earning potential of the workforce.  
 
Who is ABC? 
ABC is a Virginia-based anti-union trade association that represents approximately 15,000 construction 
contractors. Throughout their history, ABC’s member contractors have typically NOT invested in 
workforce development and registered apprenticeship, instead spending most of their resources on 
lobbying and public relations.  ABC has less than 50 registered apprenticeship programs nationwide 
today, compared with more than 1,600 registered programs sponsored by the Building Trades and their 
partner contractors. 
 
ABC sees the IRAP initiative as way to get government to pay for the related technical instruction (RTI) 
portion of apprenticeship education (through community colleges and other entities) and to avoid the 
high quality and diversity requirements found in the registered apprenticeship system. 
 
ABC has for many years advocated bringing in large numbers of easily exploitable immigrant workers to 
work in the construction industry., and ABC has opposed E-Verify legislation that would require 
contractors to ensure their construction workforce is legal and documented. 
 
In sum, ABC’s position on IRAPs is consistent with their historical policy positions to pay workers less, 
import foreign guest workers to perform the work of US citizens, to offload their training costs on 
taxpayers and to generally create an unsafe and easily exploitable pool of construction workers. 
 
Next Steps – NABTU’s Goals 
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Construction should be exempt from the IRAP initiative until such time as IRAPs in other industries have 
a proven track record of quality standards for program approval, quality outcomes for worker training 
and diversity, success in raising wages and improving the lives of workers and their families, and success 
in providing a return on investment for employers.  In other words, IRAPs must first demonstrate that 
they can achieve the outcomes currently available in the registered apprenticeship system in 
construction before they are even considered for entry into the construction industry. 
 
We cannot allow a small, ideologically driven interest group that represents only 15,000 anti-union 
contractors in the US to undermine the integrity of the entire registered apprenticeship system in 
construction and to jeopardize the Building Trades $1.5 billion annual investment in the highest quality 
apprenticeship training. 


