Headwaters Workforce Challenge
The  Headwaters Fund Board has identified the need to create a skilled workforce for the 21st century as a way to meet the needs of local business and industry and to alleviate the cycle of poverty. Currently, our local companies are telling us that they are unable to find employees who are work ready with the necessary trade, technical and professional education and training. In addition, as of the last census, 16.9% of our local population was living in poverty, as compared to a statewide number of 12.4%  and our household median income was a little over $37k as compared to a statewide number of close to $60k.

In an increasingly competitive world where a knowledge-based economy is becoming more important, it is essential that our work force be better trained and educated. There are already areas in our local economy where there are shortages of trained people to fill jobs such as accounting, nursing, and information technology. These shortages will become more wide spread as the number of high school graduates drops over the next three years.

In Humboldt County schools, a comparatively satisfactory high school graduation rate is offset by a below average rate of students continuing on for additional education and training. The economic safety net for individuals with limited basic skills that has been here for generations is gone. In the past, Humboldt County relied on the timber and fishing industries, which offered good paying jobs that did not require advanced education or training.  The critical importance of continuing education was not a high priority. That scenario has changed dramatically. Youth who do not successfully complete high school and acquire some additional training/education face bleak prospects of being able to find work in our changing economy. Now, it is critical to create a path for today’s students to complete high school and continue their education.

The Headwaters Fund is proposing a challenge to the community to create a ten year initiative to improve achievement, school completion and continuing education rates.  Success in this area will only be achieved if there is participation and buy-in by the business community, the school systems, teachers, parents and families. 

We are proposing an initial $150,000 grant to the Humboldt County Board of Education in 2010. This will be matched by other local funding sources. The purpose is to engage the North Coast community in creating the initiative and implementing the specific activities outlined in the attached framework.  

This first grant award, $150,000, will be the initial installment of a total $1.5 million commitment by the Headwaters Fund Board over the next ten years to ensure that by 2020 North Coast employers have a trained workforce. The total $1.5 million grant initiative will be awarded in $150,000 annual disbursements following submittal and approval of yearly budgets to the Headwaters Fund Board.
The Humboldt County Office of Education has completed five years of research related to this issue and has some preliminary strategies identified to provide a framework for community discussions. Once the initiative detail and work plan is completed, activities will be overseen by the Humboldt County Office of Education and a Steering Committee of community members. A Headwaters Fund Board Member and/or staff will attend Steering Committee meetings and provide input and monitor progress towards the goals. Match funding of over $400,000 in year one has already been promised by the Humboldt County Office of Education. 
This broad-based community effort is necessary in order for Humboldt County to effectively combat the pervasive workforce and poverty issues confronting our region and to ensure there is a vibrant economy in the years to come.  
