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Program Name: The Progressive Alliance for Careers and Training
An alliance of economic development and workforce development professionals, which worked to promote business development, job creation, and job access in Maine’s Kennebec and Somerset counties.
Federal Reserve District(s):
Boston
Program Location:
Wiscasset, Maine
Program Geography:
Regional
Program Start Year:
2000
Program End Year: 
2004
Lessons Learned Highlight:

1. The multi-sector approach provided flexibility but was overly ambitious.

2. Time parameters created more innovative and creative response.
3. Liquidity can be as important to consider as leverage.
Project Description:

The Progressive Alliance for Careers and Training (PACT) was a two-and-a-half-year initiative that took place between April 2002 and September 2004. The project was designed to retrain dislocated workers for jobs in emerging industries and to improve the skills of incumbent workers by linking Coastal Enterprises Inc. (CEI), regional, and state economic development resources with state and community based workforce development programs. The program was funded by a $1.4 million grant from the US Department of Labor and administered by CEI, a private, nonprofit Community Development Corporation (CDC) and Community Development Financial Institution (CDFI) founded in 1977 to develop job-creating natural resources and small business ventures in primarily rural regions of Maine. CEI brought its experience of working closely with state and regional economic development organizations and businesses to build a collaborative network to provide retraining and employment opportunities for project participants. The project largely targeted dislocated and incumbent workers from businesses in Kennebec and Somerset counties. 

Kennebec and Somerset counties are inland areas of Maine, with economies reliant upon mature industries such as pulp and paper, shoes, textiles and wood products.  During the previous ten years, both counties experienced plant closings, downsizing, and large layoffs as companies faced unprecedented competition from abroad and internally within the US. Between 1995 and 1999 alone, there were fifty major lay-offs in Kennebec County. During the time frame of the project (2002-2004), an additional 2,750 people were laid off in central Maine. The affected workers were primarily those from the blue-collar, manual trade, and/or low-skill job sectors who have often worked at only one or two firms since entering the workforce. 

PACT targeted three sectors that were expanding or that offered well paying jobs: manufacturing, focusing largely on forest products and metal products; healthcare; and the information technology (IT) sector. The project set out to fill gaps within the system, ensuring workforce training for both dislocated and incumbent workers and was developed with the business needs of the region in mind.

PACT soon discovered that workforce training in each of these three fields had its own diverse challenges. The health care and information technology fields were relatively new employers in this area, and little training infrastructure was in place. In manufacturing, while laid-off workers were sometimes eligible for federal Trade Adjustment Assistance, resources had generally not been available to help incumbent workers update their skills to avoid layoffs. PACT tackled these challenges by recruiting industry experts to form committees on each of the three fields. 

The manufacturing committee oversaw companies’ enrollment in programs designed to increase efficiency and improve management such as Lean Manufacturing, Fast Trac, Supervisory, and computer training, provided by the Maine Manufacturing Extension Partnership (MEP), Kennebec Valley Community College, Pinnacle and Heart of Maine. Six manufacturing companies received business assistance through these programs.
On-site, industry-specific training for workers was developed for manufacturing such as the Metal Trades program and Lean Manufacturing. Management and PACT participants both felt that many industry specific skills are transferable. Skills learned during Lean Manufacturing that are specific to manufacturing also transfer to systems thinking and comprehension of business processes. Often self-confidence and teamwork were developed, soft skills important in individual development and increasing options for an employee both in their employment and personal life. Cross training of individuals, and increased knowledge of transferable but specific skills such as computer use, increased productivity and efficiency in companies.

The healthcare committee, through the Community Colleges/Career Centers, expanded the Healthcare Options program and it appears to be moving towards sustainability. This program provided an introduction to the healthcare field. Sixteen of the PACT-sponsored participants went on to participate in the LPN (Licensed Practical Nurse) program sponsored by PACT

The LPN program was initially designed as a way to address the shortage of nurses in the state, by offering a career path towards a Registered Nurse (RN) for dislocated workers and incumbent Certified Nursing Assistants (CNA). It was also designed to provide a step into the nursing field within the limited two-year time period of PACT (an RN program would have taken four years.) Additionally, LPNs would then be able to earn wages while training as an RN. The LPN program was up and running at Kennebec Valley Community College (KVCC) in the fifth quarter of the project and graduated 16 participants in Spring 2004. However, the program did not continue at KVCC due to lack of funding and internal capacity issues. There are several complicating factors that made the climate for the LPN training more difficult:  (1) political climate in Maine where RNs feel threatened by lower cost LPNs and a desire to keep nursing “professionalized” (2) cost structure of hospitals paying more for LPNs than CNAs while still needing RNs for supervision purposes leading to limited demand for positions or training opportunities and (3) lack of qualified instructors for RNs and LPNs. 

The IT committee’s review of training needs showed that all of the necessary courses existed. However there was not a comprehensive source to obtain information about the training opportunities in this sector, and often students enrolling in IT courses were ill prepared for the reality of the sector. The committee created an IT manual as a way to bring together information on the IT sector in Maine, challenges and opportunities for students entering into the field, and provide a reference and training tool for Career Center staff. The IT manual has been very successful and has plugged a gap in the system. According to project coordinators, the manual has been an important tool for Career Center staff in assessing clients. This has led to fewer cases of inappropriate referrals to the University system for IT courses. While not directly creating specific career paths, this manual helps link the various opportunities together so that an individual can negotiate the often disjointed field of IT related positions and trainings.

The IT manual took two quarters longer than expected to develop because of a lengthy process of review between the project coordinator and the IT sub-committee. However, it is likely that the manual was of a higher standard since there were several IT professionals and instructors on the sub-committee who provided important feedback. 

The second part of creating career paths for the IT sector was the internship program which sought to provide an entry point into the field of IT and stimulate demand for IT positions. There has already been some success in this regard. Medical Care Development (MCD) will be creating a new position in response to two interns spending time in the IT department. This helped identify a need for an additional support position at the organization.

The collaboration between workforce development groups and economic developments groups was a unique aspect of this program. Workforce development groups promote workers’ interests and strive to preserve employment. Economic development organizations, on the other hand, aim for policies that will benefit local business. PACT hoped that a greater level of cooperation, planning, and collaboration between these two parties would lead to solutions that address both the labor and the business needs of these struggling communities.

With specific understanding of the needs and limitations of private business, the public sector is now more aware of how to better align its services with the training and recruitment needs of private businesses. There has been substantial growth of relationships between individual organizations, which is good for improving communication between entities. There are also some new collaborative structures emerging based on the PACT model. There are a few formalized relationships and some groups emerging to sustain aspects of PACT. The PACT Board itself looks unlikely to remain in existence as partners respond to opportunities and are absorbed into other existing structures. The question remains of whether the bridge between workforce and economic development is now strong enough that it will transfer to existing organizations and alliances, and whether non-formalized relationships will stand the test of time.
Project Results:

There were 150 dislocated workers were referred to the project. PACT recruited 24 for LPN slots, 7 for Metal Trades program and 17 for IT internships. Currently 131 dislocated workers have been enrolled in the project.

Currently 61 dislocated workers have received pre-employment training, or 65% of those dislocated workers enrolled in PACT.

Fifty-nine percent participated in qualifying or industry specific training. 53 dislocated workers, or 40% of dislocated worker participants, have received certificates of proficiency, college credit, or an industry specific training (professional license, 24; college credit, 16; and credentials, 13). Twenty-six participated in qualifying training.

One hundred and eleven dislocated workers (79% of participants) have found full-time employment to date.

For the 101 dislocated workers (out of 131) for which wage data exists, there has been an average replacement wage of 110% and a median of 100%. The range of wage replacement has been from 57% to 253%.

By the end of the ninth quarter 223 incumbent workers were enrolled in the project.

One hundred and two incumbent workers received skills training certificates. Of these, 13 gained college credit and 4 gained professional licensing by the end of the project period. Forty-seven additional incumbent workers received increased wages after their training indicating improved job skills.

There is wage data for 174 participants (78% of total incumbent participants). Of these, 86 or 49% received wage increases after training with an average of 4% and a median of 0%.  

Six manufacturing companies and three healthcare facilities received training and technical assistance to improve their business practices. CEI gave general assistance to 13 businesses and project partners assisted 33 businesses.

One new Employee Training Agreement (ETAG) was signed during the project period. There were 57 new hires in current CEI ETAG companies in the region.  Seventy-one new jobs were created in participating companies and 175 jobs in at risk participating companies were maintained. One business signed an ETAG with CEI targeting 5 new jobs. Five companies have implemented incumbent worker training for 212 incumbent workers.
Lessons Learned:
· The multi-sector approach provided flexibility but was overly ambitious.   On one hand the sector approach provided an extremely useful focal point for directing training dollars and one feature that will be replicated through the Local Workforce Investment Board (LWIB) proposal (discussed later). On the other hand Board member’s interest in PACT was often limited to one or two of the sectors. While there was good representation from across all sectors, Board members indicated not being sufficiently informed or knowledgeable to make decisions or judgments on all recommendations from sub-committees that they did not sit on. An alternative structure for the future might be to have funds allocated to the sub-committee for each sector and reduce the involvement of the overall Board.

· Time parameters created more innovative and creative response.   While the parameters and short time frame of the project set up by the grant period hindered some aspects of the project, at the same time the group used creative and innovative ways to achieve the goals. For instance, the two year time frame set on the LPN training program was based around the planned, two year existence of PACT.
· Liquidity can be as important to consider as leverage.   PACT funds helped create both leverage (expected) and liquidity (unexpected). PACT leveraged $525,598 through other partners such as the Career Centers, Community Colleges and Economic Development organizations. Liquidity is harder to measure but may have had as great an effect as leveraged funds. For example, notification of funding for a training program for a Metal Trades program at Skowhegan Career Center occurred in 2003/04; however funding would not arrive for several months. PACT was able to provide funding to get the program started before this grant funding arrived, ensuring that dislocated and incumbent workers in the region were able to start benefiting from the program immediately the funding arrived.
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