Regional Workforce Analysis – Southern Windsor County Region – June, 2016

Springfield Regional Development Corporation

(for the East Central Vermont Economic Development District)

INTRODUCTION –


Any discussion about a successful economy typically starts with the premise that one needs a strong, and sustainable workforce.


The Long Range Strategic Economic and Community Development Plan for Southern Windsor County stated that:


In any regional economy, the affordability and availability of a skilled and hard working labor force for state-of-the-art companies is a chief economic development concern.  Maintaining and addressing any workforce affordability or capability concerns is critical to the competitiveness of our existing industries and our ability to attract and grow new sectors.


In recent years, the concerns and challenges related to workforce development have become a common refrain in discussions with businesses of any size or industry sector.  Unemployment rates have decreased, shrinking the pool of those in the workforce, which is an inherent challenge in a rural area. The size of that pool is also getting smaller, both regionally and across Vermont.


This report will explore the current status of the workforce in the Southern Windsor County area as well as what area employers are sharing for their concerns and needs. In conclusion, there will be an analysis of existing training opportunities available in the region. 


Unless otherwise noted, the source for all Labor Market data is the Vermont Department of Labor.  

LABOR MARKET –


The Springfield Labor Market Area (LMA) is made up of nine communities in southern Windsor County that generally corresponds with the service area of Springfield Regional Development Corporation (SRDC). The major difference is that Windsor and West Windsor, which are key SRDC communities, are not included in the Springfield LMA.


For May 2016, the unemployment rate for the Springfield LMA was 3.4%, higher than the average for Vermont of 2.8%. Since the collapse of the machine tool industry in the 1980’s, Springfield has been a region with higher than average unemployment, but within the last few years, it’s no longer one of the highest in Vermont.


The sector with the largest employment in the Springfield LMA is Leisure & Hospitality, due to the presence of the Okemo Mountain Resort.  Government and Education & Health Services are next, followed by Manufacturing (Durable & Non-Durable Goods) and Retail Trade.  Over 59% of the LMA’s labor force works in one of these sectors.
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The size of the workforce in Vermont has been declining. Since 2010, Vermont’s workforce has dropped by 5,700 people, or 1.7%.  The decline in the total of the LMA’s workforce is even greater, 6.3% in the past five years (representing 700 people).


In the Springfield LMA, the sectors with the largest growth since 2010 are Education & Health Services and Retail Trade. 

Education & Health Services added 285 people, increasing by 27.2%, compared to a state growth average in that area of 7.8%,


When comparing sector growth in the LMA versus the state, it is interesting to see the areas where the state is growing and the LMA is not. For example, Professional & Business Services is showing an 18.2% growth across Vermont, but has declined by 32% (a loss of over 200 jobs) in the LMA since 2010.  Natural Resources & Mining, Construction and Leisure & Hospitality also show a decline in the LMA compared to growth in the rest of Vermont.
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Wages in the LMA still trail the average in Vermont (LMA - $38,947 for 2015 compared to $44,223 statewide), but they have grown at a somewhat faster pace. The Springfield LMA’s average wage increased by 14.6% from 2010 – 2015 compared by 12.2% across the state.


The sectors with the highest average wages include Professional & Business Services, which lost significant jobs since 2010.

The Professional & Business Services sector had the sharpest decline in employment within the LMA in the past five years. 

The area with the largest growth, in terms of numbers, also shows above average wage increases and is one of the highest in terms of average wage – Education & Health Services.

EMPLOYERS NEEDS –


Forty-six area employers, representing 15 different sectors, participated in a recent business climate survey conducted by Springfield Regional Development Corporation (SRDC).  This included in-depth interviews with several employers from the region.  The overwhelming area of importance, identified by these businesses, was the challenges associated with attracting and retaining a quality workforce.


The employers were asked several questions, including their feelings about the available workforce in the region. 

60% of respondents felt that there was not a sufficient supply of employees for their businesses. 
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This is consistent with what employers indicated during interviews. One business shared their frustration about an opening that has been vacant for over a year.  Several said they are filling key positions with staff that commutes from outside of the region. 24% of companies surveyed indicated they have given up trying to hire locally for some specific positions, mostly technical and upper management jobs.   One area employer said:


“We have our managers coming from over an hour away”


Many area employers (46%) expressed their frustration with the quality of the available workforce. 
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Some of the companies that were interviewed shared their frustrations with the behavioral challenges of some in the workforce. One business reported that 50% of those that applied for a position failed a mandatory drug screening. Many businesses shared other experiences with substance use/abuse and how it has impacted their ability to hire and retain employees.


“We had to changeover about a third of our employees because of behavioral issues this past year”
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TRAINING – 


The primary workforce training facility in the Springfield LMA is the River Valley Technical Center (RVTC), which is located at the Howard Dean Education Center.  RVTC hosts the area Workforce Investment Board, which brings together service providers and employers to discuss the region’s training needs.


RVTC serves secondary students from five area high schools – Springfield High School, Green Mt. Union High School, Black River High School, Bellows Falls Union High School and Fall Mt. Regional High School. There are currently 13 programs available for area high school students at RVTC, ranging from Horticulture and Human Services to Culinary Arts and Advanced Manufacturing.  Each program has an active Advisory Committee made up of area employers from that sector, to ensure that curriculum reflects current industry trends and business needs.


RVTC’s Programs include:  Audio/Video Production, Business & Financial Services, Carpentry, Criminal Justice, Culinary Arts, Technology Essentials, Hands On Computer Systems, Health Careers, Horticulture & Natural Resources, Human Services, Industrial Trades, Engineering (program is being reintroduced this year) and Advanced Manufacturing.
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The secondary students at RVTC are primarily juniors and seniors.  Enrollment has been increasing in recent years as has efforts to provide access to freshman and sophomores at area schools as well as increasing middle school career awareness. Area employers have emphasized their desire to help area youth learn more about the economic opportunities available in the region. 


RVTC’s programs emphasize “employability skills” that cut across program areas, such as reliability and dependability.  The Aaron Douglas Dependability awards, in honor of a former student who lost his battle with cancer while at RVTC, honor those who have demonstrated these tangible skills.  The first threshold to quality for this award is having attendance at 97% or better. Between 30% & 40% of RVTC students who complete their programs achieve this honor. Typically, 65% of students reach a technical skill assessment standard.


The secondary students who complete training programs at RVTC quickly find work or go on to pursue higher education.


Almost 100% of RVTC students are either employed or are pursuing higher education or training post-graduation.  Over 90% are still employed or engaged in education/training 3 years after graduation. 
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ADULT TRAINING – 


The region struggles with developing and sustaining successful adult training programs.  


In the past year, the two primary subject areas for adults have been LNA training for nurses and the state’s apprenticeship programs for people working as electricians.  For FY16, there have been 21 students enrolled in the LNA program 
and 22 participating as electrical apprentices
.  Vermont Tech does now offer additional one and two-year nursing programs through the Howard Dean Education Center, currently serving 18 students.


Enrollment at the Springfield site for the Community College of Vermont (also housed at the Howard Dean Education Center) has been increasing, after a few down years. 
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Area employers have indicated that they are willing to support training programs for some of their specific needs. Two common threads that came across from a variety of businesses was the need for strong communication and problem-solving skills.
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Challenges – 


The changing demographics of the region have presented some challenges in developing training programs for adults.  RVTC has had to cancel several proposed courses, including basic skills training to an advanced manufacturing program, because of the lack of a cohort of adult students who were willing, and able, to participate.


19% of area households are on some form of Vermont public assistance 
and the training partners that are part of the Workforce Investment Board share the issues they face in helping their clients attempt to overcome the variety of challenges in their lives


A recent Job Fair, sponsored by the River Valley Workforce Invesment Board, attracted over 200 attendees from 33 towns ranging from middle school students to incumbent workers exploring other potential opportunities.   There were 36 exhibitors, representing a variety of sectors, as well as several service providers that participated in the event.  63% of those that attended were looking for full-time employment.

Conclusions – 


Employers in the Southern Windsor County are clearly wrestling with a variety of challenges to their continued viability and potential growth that are related to their ability to attract, train, and maintain a strong workforce.


The region has a potentially powerful workforce training infrastructure with the Howard Dean Education Center and, specifially, the River Valley Technical Center.  RVTC is currently doing a solid job with secondary students that are able to access its programs, but, because of the structure of high school education in Vermont, most students do not access Career & Technical Education. Area high schools are increasing their efforts to provide career awareness and workplace experiences to all of their students. 


While economic development efforts are continuing in the region to cultivate and expand value-added business growth, it is critical that stakeholders (including the business community, education and social service agencies) make workforce development one of their highest priorities and collaborate on addressing some of the barriers for training that exist for those not currently in the workforce.  Concurrently, it’s important for those same partners to reach out and participate in community development initatives to help attract, and retain a more highly-educated population to fill the highly-skilled professional and managerial positions that are critical to the economic sustainability of Southern Windsor County.
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