
The Pacific Northwest revisited:
The anticipated slowdown arrives, but it is the result
of the national economy, not of the ‘bang’ of Mount St, Helens

L a s t  m o n t h ,  C o n s t r u c t i o n
Dimensions visited with Bob Drury,
executive director of the Northwest
Lath and Plaster Bureau. In that ex-
clusive interview, Drury addressed a
number of topics, including the
forecast that -- despite healthy
building activity in the Pacific Nor-
thwest during the first half of 1980
-- some slowdown in work would
come this year.

This month, we talked with Ed
Charles, the executive director of
two promotional funds and two
contractor associations in the Great
Northwest. Charles confirmed what
D ru ry  f o recas t .  Econom ic  i n -
dicators clearly spell a slowdown
has arrived in the area.

Cha r l es  says ,  howeve r ,  t he
slowdown will be temporary. He
fully expects work to be on the
upswing by the end of this -- or early
next -- year, and his employer
organizations are armed with a
brace of new labor agreements and
promotional programs with which
to  mee t  t he  cha l l enge  o f  new
growth.

Charles’ economic confirmations
are only one facet of this month’s
interview. He also touched on the
impact -- that is the real  impact
--that the eruption of Mount St.
Helens has had on the Pacific Nor-
thwest and its construction industry.

He says plainly “Frankly, I think
people in this part of the world are
t i red o f  hear ing about  i t  ( the
volcano).” He says the natural
phenomenon was something to see,
but was nothing compared to the
media explosion that followed when
the mountain blew its top for the
first time last May.

Charles is a multi-faceted ex-
ecutive director, handling the two
promotional funds and two major
drywall contracting organizations.
The two industry promotional funds
are exactly that: funds that promote
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the use of the systems and products
of the drywall industry to architects,
designers, other building planners
and owners. In that respect, they
serve as the promotional arms for
the two contractor associations, but
generally, the promotional funds in-
clude larger monies and employer
contributors beyond the contractor
assoc ia t ions.  The promot iona l
funds come f rom s igned labor
agreements under which signatory
emp loye rs  con t r i bu te  a  f i xed
a m o u n t  i n  a c c o r d a n c e  w i t h
employee hours worked. The dona-
tion to the industry fund is man-
datory in that it is a direct part of
the labor agreement. Membership in
the contracting associations is
voluntary. The distinction can be
important, as Charles once found
out during a labor negotiation.

At that time, in the emotional at-
mosphere of negotiations, the ques-
tion arose as to whether Charles was
suffering a conflict of interest since

he was the director of the promo-
t ional  fund.  When the a i r  was
cleared, it was finally understood
that he was active in the negotia-
tions as a representative of the con-
tracting associations. Participation
in negotiations is one distinction
between the two functions and is
one of the distinct services provided
by associations.

But the incident underscores the
need to understand the differences
between the two promotional funds
and the two associations: The Nor-
t h w e s t  D r y w a l l  C o n t r a c t o r s
Association and the Associated In-
terior Contractors’ of Oregon and
Southwest Washington. Some of
those differences -- what each is and
is not -- were touched on during the
interview, which follows:

DIMENSIONS:  Ed, we have
touched on the differences between
promotion funds and contracting
associations. Is there a simple
definition?

CHARLES:  The promotional
fund -- which is mandatory on
signatory employers as part of the
labor agreement -- provides funds to
promote the products and systems
of the drywall industry. The con-
tractor association -- which is volun-
tary as to membership -- provides a
forum in which contractors can
discuss and act in areas of common
concern. F o r  e x a m p l e ,  l a b o r
negotiations, educational programs,
our annual convention, and lobby-
ing efforts.

DIMENSIONS: So, the members
are different?

CHARLES: Yes. Generally, the
involvement in the promotional
fund is larger in numbers than the
involvement in the associations. Our
members would be involved with
non-member firms in the promo-
tional funds. But, we do have an ac-
tive membership in both associa-
tions and I’m proud that we have
seen a steady growth.

D I M E N S I O N S :  Let’s start
with the promotional funds, then.
What kind of activity is going on
there?

CHARLES: We are continually
providing for the promotion of the
industry through advertising and
through contact with architects and
other designers of buildings. We are
in the process of developing some
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slide/sound presentations focusing
on our industry. Some of these ac-
tivities are undertaken jointly by the
two promotional funds.

DIMENSIONS: All right. What
has been going on with the associa-
tions?

CHARLES: We have just con-
c luded our  annual  convent ion,
which was held jointly between the
two associations. We completed a
three-day program of exhibits and
educational sessions for about 130
persons who attended. We continue
to work in the area of legislation -- I
have been a registered lobbyist for
the past three years, and we are
r e g u l a r l y  i n  t o u c h  w i t h  t h e
legislature on major issues affecting
the industry. CHARLES: Yes. We have a new

DIMENSIONS: Didn’t you also agreement with the painters and
just complete negotiations for and drywall finishers in Washington.
the signing of some new labor con- And the contract with the carpenters
tracts? and lathers there has another year to

run. In Oregon, we have just seen
the signing of new agreements with
the painters and drywall finishers
and with the carpenters and lathers.

D I M E N S I O N S :  Didn’t  that
Oregon negotiation conclude after
strike actions?

CHARLES: We had a prolonged
carpenters’ strike. They went out on
June 16 and did not return until July
1 6 .  T h e  p a i n t e r s  a n d  d r y w a l l
finishers went out the first week of
July, and they remained out for
eight days. So, we had a shutdown
period. We settled with the painters,
but went to federal mediation with
the carpenters. We had three votes
with the carpenters, and after the
third one, they accepted our offer
and signed a new three-year agree-
ment.

DIMENSIONS: Did the strike
leave hard feelings or was everyone
satisfied?

CHARLES: First, let me say that
we have an outstanding relationship
with our labor organizations. Often
during the negotiations, things will
come up that aren’t really fully ad-
dressed. They get put on the back
burner to be addressed in the future.
Our way of readdressing these
things is to have a monthly meeting,
w i t h  j o i n t r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f
management and labor and discuss
these things. In the specific negotia-
tions, there were some minor addi-
tions and alterations to be worked
out -- and they were. The only salary
negot ia t ion was a  quest ion o f
premium pay, but the settlement
was at the rate of the broader AGC
master agreement, which is what
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management offered. But, because
of the rapport, I think everyone was
happy.

DIMENSIONS: So both sides
won?

CHARLES: In a strike situation,
neither side wins. But I was especial-
ly proud that our association put
forth its position and elected to hold
to it as a group. I’ve seen situations
where a strike could tear an associa-
tion apart. When it was all over, the
association was never quite the
same. But our associat ion held
together and decided that for the
good of the industry, they would re-
main together. That helped in the
negotiations and it kept the lines of
communications open.

DIMENSIONS: What other areas
have your associations been active
in lately?

CHARLES: We have recently
hired a full time architectural con-
sultant, who will be advising the
membership on a wide range of
topics. His name is Tom Nass. He
will be based in Seattle and will be
very active in the Washington area.
He will also -- from time to time
- - w o r k  w i t h  t h e  s o u t h w e s t
Washington and Oregon areas.

DIMENSIONS: The assumption
is, then, that the work must be
holding f irm in the Great Nor-
thwest.

CHARLES: In reality, we have
seen a pretty substantial slowdown
in terms of the specifications and
new jobs coming in. This is reflected
in our employment situation. For
the first time in three years, con-
struction workers are in the ranks of
the unemployed here. Previously,
we not only had theoretical 100 per-
cent employment, we were noting
acute shortages of skilled labor.

DIMENSIONS: I would assume
that this is fallout from the national
economy and not from the volcano.

CHARLES: Yes, it’s tied to the
economy. The volcano has had very
little impact on construction. Except
for the first day it erupted in May, it
has really been little more than an ir-
ritant to people here.

DIMENSIONS: But we have all
seen pictures o f  t he  immense
damage. Won’t that affect the en-
vironmental purity of the area, and
in that sense have some long term
impact on the area?

C H A R L E S :  I  w o u l d n ’ t
minimize the damage, but the fact is
that except for some brief interrup-
tions of work during the cleanup
construction has certainly not been
af fected.  The whole th ing was
blown way out of proportion in the
media, especially in terms of what’s
supposed to be laying all over the
ground -- the ash and rocks. That
simply isn’t true, and it won’t affect
the future growth of this area. Peo-
ple like it here. People in the con-
struction industry will continue to
come here, because like the south,
we’re growing. The skylines of Seat-
t le  and Por t land are  changing
dramatically.

DIMENSIONS: So, you expect
the slowdown to be temporary?

CHARLES: Definitely. I would
expect things to be back to normal
by the end of the year or early next
year. Normal here is busy anywhere
else. Barring a total economic crash
-- and I’m talking about something
on a nationwide basis that would af-
fect everyone -- I see no reason why
this area will not continue to be a
dominant construction market for
the next 20 years.

DIMENSIONS: Let’s look at that
market. Is it primarily drywall or
plaster?

CHARLES: By and large, it is
drywall. There is certainly plaster
work going on. Particularly in the
institutional areas -- hospitals and
schools -- the call is for veneer
plaster. But the bulk of the commer-
cial and light industrial buildings are
being completed in drywall.

DIMENSIONS: We’re talking a
lot in this issue about demountable
pa r t i t i ons .  I sn ’ t  i t  t r ue  you r
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membership is extremely active in
this area, too?

CHARLES: Yes, that’s very true.
Look, we have a single member
--one -- that is exclusively a drywall
contractor. Every other member is
diversified. Some go so far as to do
special computer flooring. But they
are all interior specialists -- very
highly diversified in the classic
sense: acoustical, walls, partitions,
doors and hardware and floors.

DIMENSIONS: When they do
demountable, is the work generally
full wall or landscape?

CHARLES: I think the trend here
is for movable full walls, when par-
tition work is called for. That’s
what most designs seem to specify.
E v e r y o n e  p r e t t y  m u c h  h a s  a
manufacturer’s line to sell, though,
so there are certainly times when a
full landscape or other detached,
f ree-s tand ing par t i t ion  system
would be installed.

DIMENSIONS: So, if you had to
summarize this interview in a single
answer, what would you say about
the years ahead for your industry?

CHARLES: We are working hard
on being a growing association. We
are proud that we held on together
during the strike -- we’ve proved our
ability to hang tough collectively for
the good of the industry. Through
our promotional funds, we are tell-
ing the industry’s story where it
needs to be told. And we’re in a
growing family area that will only
continue to grow. The future looks
very promising.

DIMENSIONS: You left out the
volcano.

CHARLES: Well, of course we
hope that it will remain stable and
not cause any more problems than
the inconvenience it has been so far.
But, frankly, I think people in this
part of the world are a little tired of
hearing about Mount St. Helens.
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