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As Clean-Tech, Renewable Businesses Grow, So Does Concern About Who Will Fill Those Jobs
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Policymakers this month in Washington, Oregon and California began to address the shortage of skilled workers needed to fill jobs in the growing clean-technology industry in the West. 

Oregon's Office of Economic and Community development held an April 24 workshop to review the workforce needs of Oregon's "clean technology" business cluster. On the same day, in Seattle, the city's office of economic development held a similar gathering -- a Clean Technology Action Planning Retreat, to discuss policy actions to support Mayor Greg Nickels' climate-change initiative. 

"The state has been talking to members of the industries that are growing," said Nancy Hamilton, deputy chief of staff for Oregon Gov. Ted Kulongoski. "There are workforce needs. Are we on track (in meeting those needs)? "

To help answer that question, the 50 or so participants reviewed a priority list of clean-tech workforce recommendations, representing a synthesis of recommendations from three other documents: an analysis of Oregon's clean-energy workforce needs and programs, an analysis of Oregon's future workforce needs; and the Oregon Business Plan's business cluster summary, which included the clean-tech cluster. 

Number one on the list is strengthening the workforce system's ability to address the clean-energy industry's short-term needs. This can be done by building capacity of key community college and union training programs, according to the initial list of recommendations. Immediate actions might include support for the solar and fuel-cell manufacturing industries. 

"Programs should include ways for high school students and displaced workers to train into manufacturing jobs," the recommendations indicate. 

Other strategies include encouraging increased enrollment in union apprenticeship programs, developing "pre-college clean-energy 'bridge' courses for low-skilled adults to be offered in community colleges," and strengthening and expanding the 28 existing clean-energy training programs in Oregon. 

The goal of the meeting was for industry representatives to review this initial list of recommendations to suggest changes or additions. About 30 additional ideas were generated at the meeting, according to one participant. 

"Wind and solar are the biggest near-term workforce needs and the biggest growth opportunities in the future," Hamilton told Energy Prospects West. Oregon needs to meet the near-term needs so these industries don't choose to expand or relocate in another state that has a more able workforce. 

"The governor cares pretty passionately about this. Plus, we have young people without jobs," she said.

The information from this meeting will be provided to the state's education sector, said Claire Berger, workforce policy advisor for Gov. Kulongoski. "Here's what we learned; how can we address these needs? What do we need to do more of?"

Berger cited programs offered at various Oregon community colleges, including energy management, renewable and solar-thermal technology, sustainable-building advisor certification and energy auditor certification that could be expanded or offered at community colleges in other parts of the state. 

For example, Columbia Gorge Community College currently has a training program for wind-turbine technicians that can graduate 34 technicians per year, yet Oregon employees report a need for as many as 600 such technicians within the next four years.

Oregon is "green and very concerned about remaining that way," Berger said. "The workforce piece is going to make it happen."

Next up is developing a plan of action and taking that back to industry, she said -- which will also need to do its part. Businesses could offer apprenticeships; industry leaders could teach community college classes and make high school presentations and advocate for workforce training in their local areas. 

"This is a huge issue, and it will take all of us to make this go," Berger said.

It's a high priority in Seattle, too, where 25 representatives of clean-tech industries, architects, developers, educational institutions and government agencies discussed "strategies going forward for growing clean-tech industries," said Susan Shannon, director of Seattle's Office of Economic Development. 

The city has already identified three sectors of focus: green building, energy efficiency, and smart grid/integrated design. 

"There are 400 companies in the region already," Shannon said. "How does Seattle best position itself to grow that sector?" 

Shannon pointed out that Seattle is noted for its leadership in clean building -- it has the highest number of buildings certified to LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) standards, and most of its architects are LEED-certified. The city also has the highest percentage of per-capita recycling in the region, and half of the municipal transportation fleet runs on alternative fuel. The goal is to determine "how to marry the culture and innovation we're known for to take advantage of this growing market."

A number of initiatives were discussed, said Cynthia Putnam, project director for the Northwest Energy Efficiency Council, who attended the meeting. 

"Participants identified six key policies the City could pursue," she reported in an email. Among them are priority permitting for green building projects; expanding the city's commitment to LEED certification in city facilities; and leveraging the market effects of the local utilities' 5-year energy-efficiency plans to attract energy-efficiency businesses to the area.

On the workforce front, the group identified three areas of focus, she said: mobilizing support for a proposed Occupational Skills Center that would help high school students understand job opportunities in the trades, sharing the results of a NEEC job study and similar studies to develop appropriate areas of focus to address employer needs, and supporting collaboration between union and technical college training. 

OED is expected to select one or two items from the meeting to present to the mayor for action this year.

"We have a homework list, and we're going to be working on it," Shannon said. There will be "very clear actions we will be instituting over the next year."

Also this month in Oakland, Calif., groups met to discuss ways to further develop the green-energy workforce for the East Bay region of Alameda and Contra Costa counties. 

The Green Academy, a private/public/academic partnership, has been working for the past year to develop a framework for a training and educational pathway program to meet green-energy industry demand. The group is working on funding and has several local employers engaged in its efforts. 
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