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Executive Summary 
 
 
The establishment of the prevailing wage rate for Drawbridge Operator (Construction) has 
impacted two types of MassDOT public works contracts: (1) contracts for the rehabilitation or 
replacement of drawbridges, and (2) contracts for operation & maintenance (O&M) of 
drawbridges.  This paper identifies those impacts, clarifies the differences between the 
qualifications of drawbridge operators and electricians, provides data showing Massachusetts pays 
much more than other states for drawbridge operation, and finally provides support for a proposal 
for one prevailing wage rate to be used at all times when drawbridge operation is required under a 
MassDOT contract. 
 
 
History of Drawbridge Operators by Contractors at MassDOT 
 
Since 1992, Drawbridge Operators hired by contractors have operated many of the MassDOT 
owned movable bridges under various maintenance contracts. In the first such contract, Contract 
93162 - Maintenance of State Highways in Essex County, the Commonwealth Of Massachusetts 
Executive Office Of Labor And Workforce Development Department Of Labor Standards (DLS) 
did not specify a prevailing wage rate for drawbridge operators.  In 1994, the use of contracted 
drawbridge operators was expanded and again a prevailing wage rate was not set for drawbridge 
operators.     
 
As of August 20, 2013, DLS had not set a prevailing wage rate for Drawbridge Operators. As a 
result, the lowest wage rate, e.g. Tree Trimmer, was applied to drawbridge operators when the 
bridge was operated during maintenance and construction activities. Effective August 20, 2013, 
(DLS) set a prevailing wage rate for “Drawbridge Operator (Construction)” based on a wage rate 
applicable to an Electrician. 
 
 
 
History of DLS Guidance – Drawbridge Operator Prevailing Wage Rates from 1997 to the  
Present 
 
A number of letters have been written to the Department of Labor concerning the wage rate that 
should be paid to Drawbridge Operators.  A list of these letters is provided below, and their full 
contents are provided in the Exhibits of this report.   
 
Exhibit A:  Letter dated November 21, 1997 from Construction Industries of Massachusetts, 
CIMS, to the Department of Labor and Workforce Development Division of Occupational Safety 
(DOS).  
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The Construction Industries of Massachusetts, CIMS, argued that the drawbridge operators 
operating the drawbridge during construction of the Fore River Drawbridge in Quincy under 
project 110651 (Contract 98480) should be paid prevailing wage rates.   
 
 
Exhibit B:  Letter dated December 3, 1997 from the Department of Labor and Workforce 
Development Division of Occupational Safety (DOS) to the Construction Industries of 
Massachusetts, CIMS. 
 
The Department of Labor and Workforce Development Division of Occupational Safety (DOS) 
wrote to the Construction Industries of Massachusetts, CIMS, regarding the applicability of 
prevailing wage rates to the operation of a drawbridge during construction of the Fore River 
Drawbridge in Quincy under project 110651 (Contract 98480).  DOS wrote: “…Therefore, the 
operation of the drawbridge will be an integral part of the rehabilitation project and the prevailing 
wage schedule issued pursuant to M.G.L. Ch. 149, sections 26 and 27 for this project will apply to 
the operators employed by the construction contractor”. 
 
 
Exhibit C:  Letter dated December 20, 2013 from the Executive Office of Labor and Workforce 
Development, Department of Labor Standards (DLS) to Attorney Francis A. Shannon, III. 
 
The letter from DLS to Francis A. Shannon, III, Esq. was in response to Attorney Shannon’s 
request for advice with regard to the appropriate classification and prevailing wage rates for 
drawbridge operators working on the Fore River Bridge Replacement contract (Contract 98480).    
First the letter confirmed the Prevailing Wage rate to be paid to drawbridge tenders/operators was 
the “Tree Trimmer Groundman” rate.  Second, the addition of the “Drawbridge Operator 
(Construction)” rate to the Prevailing Wage Rate Schedule issued by DLS required payment at the 
substantially higher “Drawbridge Operator (Construction)” rate effective August 20, 2013. 
 
Exhibit D:  Inside Construction Agreement Amendment II between the Boston Chapter of National 
Electrical Contractors Association (NECA) and Local Union 103, IBEW dated November 6, 2014. 
 
The amendment titled:  Bridge Operation and Maintenance states this agreement shall govern the 
operation, repair and maintenance of electrically-driven bridges and all work shall be performed 
by Inside Journeyman Wiremen. 
 
 
Exhibit E:  Letter dated December 5, 2014 from the Executive Office of Labor and Workforce 
Development, Department of Labor Standards (DLS) to Attorney Joel Lewin. 
 
The DLS states that prevailing wage rates must be paid to Drawbridge Operators while the bridge 
is under construction and the proper classification is Drawbridge Operator (Construction).  
However, because of the significant increase of the prevailing wage rate, the lowest classification, 
Tree Trimmer Ground man, shall be used for Contracts Awarded prior to December 5, 2014.  The 
Drawbridge Operator (Construction) rate shall apply to all contracts awarded after the date of the 
letter (12/5/14).  The Drawbridge Operator rate was set at the Electrician Rate Local 103.   
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Qualifications of Drawbridge Operators and Electricians (Local 103) 
 
Exhibit F describes the duties of a Drawbridge Operator.  It goes over the requirements, tests 
required to operate a drawbridge.  These requirements are specific to safe operation of a 
drawbridge.   
 
The following is a summary of key requirements of a Drawbridge Operator: 

• Must be competent and reliable and must have sufficient skill and experience to properly 
operate the equipment involved. 

• May be exposed to: adverse weather conditions; may be subject to work-related verbal 
abuse; harmful effects of noise, fumes, gases, etc.; hazardous conditions such as open water 
channels, ladders, bridge staging, steep slopes, etc.; and may be required to stand for long 
periods of time; lift and carry heavy objects in excess of fifty pounds; work in a confined 
area; work varied shifts, weekends, holidays and nights and on a standby (on call) work 
status. 

• Communicate on the marine radio in English. 
• Read and demonstrate his/her understanding of the Coast Guard Regulations and 

Massachusetts Department of Transportation's procedures regarding the operation of 
drawbridges. 

• Must be able to adjust to changing situations to meet emergency or changing conditions, 
to maintain a calm manner in stressful and emergency situations and to exercise sound 
judgement. 

 
The following is a summary of key duties of a Drawbridge Operator: 

• Promptly open the bridge for the passage of vessels when a request to open has been given 
in accordance with established signaling procedures. 

• Promptly close the bridge after passage of vessels and re-establish flow of vehicular traffic 
in a timely manner. 

• Be awake and alert at all times for signals from vessels desiring passage through bridge in 
order to ensure safe and expedient passage.   

• Maintain records, reports and logs. 
• Immediately report any failure, disorder or breakage, which will in any way affect the 

efficient operation of the bridge to the Engineer.   
• Keep the draw tender’s building clean and orderly at all times 
• Prevent unauthorized entry into draw tender’s buildings, machinery areas and fender 

systems. 
• Frequently and randomly inspect the draw tender’s building, fender pier systems, lift/swing 

span, approaches and waterway for suspicious activities.   
 
Exhibit G defines the requirements of a Drawbridge Operator (Construction) Electricians Local 
103.  These requirements include education, licenses, equipment and experience associated with 
tradespersons who perform wiring and electrical work. 
 
The following is a summary of key requirements of a Drawbridge Operator (Construction) 
Electricians Local 103: 
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• Are licensed by the state examiners of electricians  
• Learn their trade through a formal apprenticeship program that lasts three years or more 
• Learn to read blueprints and technical diagrams 
• Learn to inspect electrical components and use testing devices to identify electrical 

problems 
• Trained to observe a high level of safety protocols 
• Responsible for understanding and abiding by local and state building codes and 

regulations 
 
The following is a summary of key duties of a Drawbridge Operator (Construction) Electricians 
Local 103: 

• Specialize in connecting electrical systems to the outside power source, and then 
distributing that power throughout the facility 

• Installing conduit, lighting fixtures and electrical outlets 
• Inspect, maintain and repair existing electrical systems within the facility 
• Installs and maintains all of the various types of electrical systems found in commercial 

and industrial facilities including include lighting, receptacles, motors, heating equipment, 
and systems that control the operation of all of a facility's energy usage 

 
As evidenced in Exhibits F & G, the requirements for a Drawbridge Operator and a Drawbridge 
Operator (Construction) Electricians Local 103 are not consistent.  It is MassDOT’s position that 
a licensed Electrician is not required to operate MassDOT’s movable bridges.  Although 
Electricians have proved to be very capable drawbridge operators, the skills of an Electrician are 
not necessary to the operation of a drawbridge. As a result, MassDOT has been incurring a 
significant cost premium to operate its drawbridges during construction because the cost of a 
licensed Electrician is significantly higher (by about $50/hr.) than a Drawbridge Operator. This is 
further detailed in the next section.   
 
 
Discussion on Pay Rates 
 
Drawbridge Operator (Construction) Electricians Local 103 
 
Presently, there is a prevailing wage rate set by the Commonwealth Of Massachusetts Executive 
Office Of Labor And Workforce Development Department Of Labor Standards for Drawbridge 
Operator (Construction) Electricians Local 103.  This rate is equivalent to the prevailing wage rate 
for Electrician Electricians Local 103.  The rate as of March 1, 2019 is $83.46 which is broken 
down as follows: 
 

Drawbridge Operator (Construction) Electricians Local 103 
Base Wage Health Pension Supplemental 

Unemployment 
Total Rate 

$52.53 $13.00 $17.93 $0.00 $83.46 
 
In contrast to the pay rate of Electricians, Drawbridge Operators are typically paid a much lower 
rate. 
 



 

 
7 

MassDOT Bridge Operator II (MassDOT employees operating bridges) 
 
MassDOT still has a few in-house operators.  MassDOT Bridge Operator II’s are members of 
ALLIANCE, AFSCME – SEIU LOCAL 888, UNIT 2 (MassDOT Unit B)- Grade 13.  The current 
hourly rate range is as follows: $19.01/hr at Step 1 to $24.91/hr Step 12.  
 
Federal Executive Branch  
 
Per the website www.bls.gov/OES for the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Division of 
Occupational Employment Statistics, the mean hourly rate in May of 2017 was $26.12 for Federal 
bridge and lock tenders. 
 
Top Paying States  
 
Per the website www.bls.gov/OES for the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Division of 
Occupational Employment Statistics, the mean hourly rate in May of 2017 was as follows for 
bridge and lock tenders: 
Illinois  $29.91 
Minnesota $28.65 
Washington $26.54  
Missouri $26.18 
 
 
Per the website www.bls.gov/OES for the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Division of 
Occupational Employment Statistics, the mean hourly rate in May of 2017 was as follows for 
bridge and lock tenders: 
 
Chicago, IL  $33.60 
St. Louis, MO  $30.71 
Davenport, IL $26.57 
Cincinnati, OH $26.32 
Pittsburgh, PA  $25.26   
 
Drawbridge Operators Working for Contractor Under Contract 105387 
 
During normal operation, Drawbridge operators are not subject to prevailing wage.  Contractor’s 
bid a daily unit price on the work, and provide a low wage rate.  On Contract 105387, the rates 
paid to the drawbridge operators are either $13.00/hr or $14.00/hr 
 
Each of these employees has been trained on drawbridge operation and Coast Guard 
requirements and has taken a written and practical test to become certified.   
 
 
Financial Impact: 
 
As discussed above, MassDOT is paying a premium of around $60.00 per hour for drawbridge 
operation during construction when compared to bridge operation in other States.  One recent 

http://www.bls.gov/OES
http://www.bls.gov/OES
http://www.bls.gov/OES
http://www.bls.gov/OES
http://www.bls.gov/OES
http://www.bls.gov/OES
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example is a project concerning Bridge G-05-002 in Gloucester. The drawbridge was being 
operated by a contractor pursuant to an operation and maintenance contract with MassDOT. There 
was an unexpected foundation failure of the control house.  Prior to the failure, there was no 
construction taking place at the bridge so the prevailing wage rate for Drawbridge Operators did 
not apply. MassDOT paid the contractor’s unit bid price of around $13.00 per hour for operation 
of the bridge. To address the failure of the control house, MassDOT then commenced a multiyear 
project to replace the control house and make significant upgrades to the bridge in order to keep 
this critical bridge operational.  When the bridge became under construction, the prevailing wage 
rate for Drawbridge Operators, equal to an electrician’s rate, was required to be paid. This has cost 
MassDOT a premium of $1,512,485.10.  
 
The majority of drawbridge operation in Massachusetts is performed and paid under private 
operation and maintenance contracts.  Due to the age and condition of these bridges, there is a 
considerable amount of tradespersons activity on these bridges to keep them safe and operational 
for the residents of Massachusetts.   The example cited above demonstrates the financial impact 
on just one of these drawbridges.  Continuing to pay a prevailing wage rate based on skills which 
are not needed for the operation of MassDOT’s drawbridges will unnecessarily cost the citizens 
of the Commonwealth tens of millions of dollars over the next several years. 
 
 
MassDOT’s Position: 

MassDOT’s position is that the additional premium costs of Drawbridge Operator (Construction) 
Electricians Local 103 are not justified.  Drawbridge Operators are performing the duties of a 
drawbridge operator, not the duties of electricians.  As described in this report, the duties of the 
drawbridge operator do not change when tradespersons are working on a bridge.  As an example, 
a drawbridge operator’s pay rate would go from under $20.00 per hour to over $80.00 per hour 
when a tradespersons crew has been mobilized to patch a pot hole on the bridge.  Nothing has 
changed as far as the operator’s duties except for the rate of pay going up by $60.00 per hour.  The 
drawbridge operators are trained and qualified to communicate through marine radios and public 
address systems with maritime traffic, pedestrians and tradesmen working on bridges.  This 
communication is a critical part of the training and qualifications for these drawbridge operators.  
Exhibit G defines the qualifications and duties of an electrician.  Few if any of the drawbridge 
operation tasks, see Exhibit F, are commensurate with an electrician.  Although electricians have 
shown that they can effectively operate a drawbridge with the appropriate training, the cost 
premium to staff bridge operations with electricians is not required, and cannot be justified as an 
appropriate expenditure of tax dollars.  The prevailing wage rate for Drawbridge Operators should 
be based on the duties of trained qualified drawbridge operators, not electricians. 
 
 
 

 

Summary: 

MassDOT is requesting reconsideration of the prevailing wage rate applicable to drawbridge 
operators.  As outlined in this report, rates across the nation for drawbridge operators range from 
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$17.00 to $33.00 per hour.  Federal Bridge and Lock tenders receive a rate of $26.12/ hour.  
MassDOT employee bridge operators receive between $17.71 per hour and $23.05 per hour.  
Nationwide, the top paying states of Bridge Operators are: Missouri, Washington, Iowa, 
Minnesota and Illinois, ranging from $25.05 to $27.52.  

The Drawbridge Operator classification and prevailing wage rate should not be based on wages 
paid to the Electricians Local 103 union. The job requirements, training, education and skill level 
of drawbridge operators are not consistent with that of the members of Electricians Local 103, nor 
are the skills of licenses electricians needed for the operation of drawbridges in the 
Commonwealth. 
 
 
 
Proposed Implementation: 
 
If DLS were to establish a prevailing wage rate for Drawbridge Operators based on the duties of 
trained, qualified drawbridge operators (and not electricians), it would: 
 

(1) Ensure that qualified drawbridge operators receive a fair and equitable rate of pay; 
(2) Eliminate the premium costs that MassDOT is currently paying; and 
(3) Save millions in taxpayer dollars going forward. 
 

Also, if the prevailing wage rate were based on the duties of drawbridge operators, MassDOT 
would require in its contracts that Drawbridge Operators be paid at least the prevailing wage rate 
even when no construction and maintenance activities are taking place on the particular bridge. 
Applying one wage rate in all circumstances will simplify pricing decision for bidders, which may 
lead to additional savings in lower bid prices on MassDOT’s Contracts. 
 
Thank you for your consideration.   
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