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Website aims to move Detroit workers into 

pipeline for new construction jobs 

By Amy Haimerl 

Major infrastructure projects are coming to Southeast Michigan in the next five years, and that 

means lucrative construction contracts and thousands of jobs will be up for grabs.  

 

The New International Trade Crossing, for example, is a $2.1 billion project that is expected 

to create 12,000 direct jobs. Add M-1 Rail, the 3.2- mile streetcar line running along Woodward 

Avenue in Detroit, as well as the widening of I-94 and I-75, a new hockey arena for the Detroit 

Red Wings, and there is the potential for more than 25,000 new jobs in the coming years.  

 

But there may not be enough trained people to fill them. A new website and educational effort by 

the Michigan Department of Transportation and a host of others aim to fill that gap.  

 

"There is an aging community within the labor unions that will be retiring soon, and there will be 

a huge call for these construction jobs and not enough on the supply side," said Robert Davis, 

senior advisor at MDOT.  

 

The Partnership for Diversity and Opportunities in Transportation — a committee of state 

and federal agencies, such as MDOT, as well as area industry representatives, nonprofits, trades 

and unions — recently launched a new website, MiRoad2Work.org, that educates Detroit 

residents about apprenticeships so they can be trained and shovel-ready as those jobs come 

available. 

 

These jobs are good jobs, they say. The jobs in the skilled trades, such as boilermakers or masons 

or equipment operators, pay between $17 and $40 an hour and offer paths to long-term careers, 

not just jobs. In fact, the website has dubbed these apprenticeships "The Other Four-Year 

Degree" because some can take as many as four years to complete and are as rigorous as a 

traditional degree.  

 

Unlike aids for college education, however, there was no website that presented all of the 

information in one place. Job seekers would have to hear about the opportunity, then find out 

prerequisites, like educational requirements and deadlines, and then determine how to actually 

apply.  

 

All of that information is now available at MiRoad2Work.org.  
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"We wanted to demystify the apprenticeship process and the business opportunities as it relates 

to MDOT," said Renee Prewitt, who sits on the Partnership committee and spearheaded the 

website development through her Bloomfield Hills-based public relations company, the Prewitt 

Group.  

 

"Traditionally there is a tight-knit community around apprentice programs, and that has led to 

women and minorities not being fully aware of the opportunities out there," Prewitt said. "There 

are some people who are very good with their hands, but they still have to get training."  

 

The Partnership has focused on getting the workers into a pipeline now in hopes that there will 

be a supply of qualified local workers when jobs become available.  

 

"When you come out of a recession, there are huge financial opportunities that pop up and you 

have to be ready for it," Davis said.  

 

The Partnership didn't come to this overnight, though. Davis learned through MDOT's previous 

mega-projects — think the recently completed $230 million Gateway Project or the rebuilding of 

the Lodge Freeway — that infrastructure projects do not necessarily create jobs for local 

residents. People may be seeking work, and in Detroit, many are — but they don't have the 

proper training to be offered positions.  

 

Kathy Wendler, president of the Southwest Detroit Business Association, recalls a striking 

scene from the Gateway Project. She was driving by a construction site and saw men standing at 

the fence looking longingly at those on the other side making good wages.  

 

"We've learned that every investment we make in our community leaves some tremendous 

human impact. They have to put up with dust, noise, disruption, delays," Davis said. "There was 

a loud outcry after that project that said if you're going to make investments in our community, 

there should be some benefits."  

 

That sentiment led to the creation of The Partnership. MDOT and more than a dozen groups 

agreed to join into one conversation. Focus: HOPE is at the table, as is the Federal Highway 

Administration. Rickman Enterprise Group LLC is there beside Parsons Brinckerhoff, both 

based in Detroit.  

 

"It's a mixing bowl; it's the big table," Davis said. "With everyone sitting at the table, we now 

understand what it takes to gain entry into the apprenticeships. It was a union process that was 

hard to understand at first. We thought you just show up at union shop and the next day you 

become an apprentice. It took us time to understand that it's more complicated than that."  

 

So far, the focus of MiRoad2Work is on employment, but the Partnership intends to build out the 

contractor side, too. Davis expects having a one-stop shop for small businesses so they can see 

what contracts are coming as well as how to participate in bonding workshops and other 

programs to get them ready to do business with MDOT.  

 

"By federal law, we can only do business with certified prequalified businesses," Davis said. "So 



these companies have to have their financial houses in order. We can't invest public dollars in a 

company that goes under or has poor accounting systems. That limits the supply of contractors 

automatically. We want to expand it."  

 

 


