
 

 

 
   DBIS: Tracking the New 

York City Construction 
Market 

 

A paper prepared by: 

DBIS. 

 

March 2022 

 

 

 



 

 

DBIS, Inc. A  P a p e r  P u b l i s h e d  b y  t h e  C r e a t o r s  o f  D B I S  2

Executive Summary 

The New York City construction market has long been an unquantifiable abyss.  In recent years, that 
abyss has been the topic of many hours of debate between union and non-union representation as the 
post-recession building boom has created more work for the construction sector than ever previously 
seen in New York.   

As union labor and union contractors seemingly thrived, so too did the non-union contractors.  The 
non-union sector seemingly exploded over the past ten years and markets that once belonged to the 
union side now definitively shifted to the other.  Union contractors scrambled to start discussing with 
their labor about concessions in work rules and wages to regain the lion’s share of what they 
previously owned, but it was impossible to quantify exactly what was happening.  

The union labor saw the shift too.  To protect their interests, they started to question how much of a 
concession was too much. We all know who the market was lost to, but no one knows exactly what 
was lost, when it was lost, and where it was lost.  Now, we definitively know the answers to those 
questions. 

The answer comes in the form of a highly dynamic, live snapshot of the New York construction 
market classified by total construction square footage. DBIS is a service that tracks the total 
construction square footage that is installed in New York City on a monthly and yearly basis which 
pulls this information from the New York DOB BIS and DOB Build every day.  The initial inception 
of the service assigned total square footage to a union or non-union contractor and broke the 
information down into a yearly and monthly format.  The most recent iteration of the website has 
become much more sophisticated.   
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Introduction 

This document is written to explain the accuracy of DBIS to quantify the total construction market in 
New York City.   

The origin of the first version of this website simply pulled permits from the department of buildings 
website and amalgamated the data into a mass number.  From that number, we divided the square 
footage into union and non-union contractors and sorted them by year.  Multiple licenses were 
assigned to single contractors and due diligence was taken to make sure that each license number was 
correctly assigned to a union or non-union contractor. 

From this original model, we’ve created sorting features to determine what projects we’re losing, 
where we’re losing them, how big they are, and who’s doing the work. 
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Sorting Features 

This section introduces the sortable features of the software.  Keep in mind that all these features will 
show jobs constructed by Union General Contractors and Non-Union General Contractors. 

• Time – Each category can be sorted into either the total construction square footage installed in a 
given month or installed each year.  Data starts from January 2010 and is accurate to the day the 
website is checked. This will show exactly when the market shifted to the non-union sector. 

• Grouping – Two subgroups have been created to further define where the market was lost.  First, 
the information can be sorted by borough.  Manhattan, Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten 
Island are all shown side by side.  Second, the buildings can be sorted by grade.  Grades A are one 
category, B is another category, and C or below is the final category. 
 

• Data Type – There are two ways that the total construction square footage can be sorted.  First is 
the raw number of square feet which defines how big the market is.  Second is the percentage that 
each side has installed. 

• Filters – The final and most granular level of detail is in the filters tab.  There are three separate 
filters that can further delineate which buildings are installed by which side.  The first filter is 
what type of building it is.  Sub-categories within this filter include: Assembly, Assisted Living, 
Commercial, Education, Factory and Industrial, Federal, Hotel, Institutional, Loft, Mass 
Transit/Utilities, Mercantile, Miscellaneous, Mixed Use, Residential, Storage, and Warehouse.  
The second filter sorts the buildings by numbers of floors. Each building can be sorted into all 
buildings below 13 floors, 13 floors to 39 floors, and 39 floors and above.  The third filter is 
square footage.  All buildings can be sorted into less than 200,000 square feet, 200,000 to 300,000 
square feet, and 300,000 square feet and above.  Any filters are possible. 

Each of these features can work in combination.  For example, you can find the number or 
percentage of total construction square feet installed by union vs non-union contractors in January 
2010, in Manhattan, in a commercial building, under 13 stories, over 300,000 square feet. 

 

 Visual Representation 
All the information at the given point desired can be exported into a map view or in graphical form to 
show which buildings are being built with union labor, non-union labor, or both with color coded 
differentiation.  Within that map, each individual building with permitted work can be clicked on to 
show the active work and which contractor is performing that work.  The below example shows a 
graphical depiction of the outer borough market by Total Construction Square Feet.  Figure 2 tracks 
the safety violations of all New Buildings permits. 
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Figure 1: Overall construction market in the outer boroughs grouped by Union and Non-Union 
contractors measured by Total Construction Square Feet 

 

 

Figure 2: Number of Class 1 (Hazardous) Safety Violations based on permits pulled and divided into 
Union and Non-Union markets. 
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Known Issues 

This section provides a short summary of the know issues and holes in the software we’ve created. 

Port Authority of NY/NJ Jobs 

Unfortunately, all jobs filed by the Port Authority of NY/NY are not captured by our service.  The 
Port Authority does not have to file their work permits with the department of buildings, so there is no 
way to track these jobs. 

Jobs over Multiple Years 

As the filing for a large job does not change as the work in place is completed, there is no way to 
accurately know how much total construction square footage was put in place in a given calendar year.  
The workaround we can implement into the software takes the first iteration of a permit and assigns 
that number of square feet to the year the permit was pulled.  As subsequent permits are pulled, the 
total square feet are divided by the number of permits.  For example, if there is a 10,000 square foot 
permit pulled in 2017, the square foot count would be assigned in 2017.  If the permit was pulled in 
2018, 5,000 square feet would count towards 2017, and 500 would count towards 2018.  This process 
repeats for however many permits are pulled on a multiple year job. 

 

The current software depiction only assigns the square footage of total construction in one year, under 
one permit.  The above-mentioned sorting method is an option to show active construction.  The 
graphs previously shown depict one iteration of each permit only. 

 

Open Shop Contracts 

Currently the market data is grouped and assigned by BTEA contractors who we assume to be entirely 
union.  The software does not currently consider Open Shop contracts.  In the future, we will be 
writing programs for the Plumbing, Sprinkler, Elevator, Electrical, Scaffolding, and any others that 
have a meaningful metric within the DOB to cross reference the general building permit and 
determine if the contract is Open Shop.  

 

Future Potential 
 

Upon cursory review there are several trades that have specific market metrics that are measurable and will 
provide real time feedback into market share.  We have highlighted Plumbing and Electrical as the next trades 
that we will create a database for.  These programs will provide new insights into potential project labor 
agreements or revisions to their CBA to increase their market share directly.  We also anticipate expanding this 
service to the interiors trades and collecting total construction square footage performed by union general 
contractors on Alt 1 and Alt 2 permits.   

 
 
 


