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to the New President of the United States

Dear President-Elect Obama,

As the forty-fourth President of the United States, you and the
one hundred and eleventh Congress will face urgent challenges
from the moment your terms begin in January 2009. Voters
turned out in record numbers in November 2008 because we
expect and require swift, wise responses to the threat to the
American dream, which is melting down before our very eyes.

I am writing on behalf of my fellow precision manufacturing
companies, and other employers across the U.S., to remind

you that urgent crises must not cause us to neglect long-term
needs. Even now, with millions of Americans desperate to feed
and house their families, there are also many good-paying jobs
in metal-forming and other industries that are going unfilled
because employers like me cannot find workers with the
necessary skills.

We should never have these two problems at the same time.
We need action that addresses both our unemployment
problem and our skills problem.

EDUCATION IS THE KEY TO ECONOMIC SECURITY

Back in July, as the political races were heating up and the

financial crisis began to loom large, David Brooks wrote

a column in the New York Times that clearly showed the

connection between middle-class security and educational

attainment. Brooks noted that:

- Between 1870 and 1950, the average American’s level
of education rose by 0.8 years per decade.

- In 1950, no European country enrolled 30 percent of its
older teens in full-time secondary school. In the U.S.,
70 percent of older teens were in school.

« By 1960, the level of education in this country was
nearly 14 years.




Brooks asserts, and most of us would agree, that those were
years of growth and prosperity in the U.S. However, Brooks
wrote, “high school graduation rates peaked in the U.S. in the
late 1960s, at about 80 percent. Since then they have declined”

The educational and skills attainment of the American
workforce is not keeping pace with the rest of the world.
As a result, employers across a wide range of employment
sectors — manufacturing, healthcare, energy, automotive,
construction and other trades - report that skills shortages
are having a significant impact on our abilities to compete,
produce and meet customer demands. This human capital
performance gap is emerging as our nation’s most critical
long-term business issue.

MIDDLE-SKILLS JOBS ARE OUR NATION'S STRENGTH

As a member of the third generation of a metal-forming
family, | firmly believe that the real strength of the U.S. lies in
our middle-skill workers. Today, middle-skill jobs require more
than high school but less than a four-year degree. These are
the workers who manufacture goods to a standard of quality
and productivity unrivaled anywhere in the world. These

are the people who build our homes and public buildings
and have provided a highway system that is also envied
throughout the world. These are the workers who keep us
safe in our homes and on our highways. They are the workers
who literally keep the lights on and drive the economic
engine of this country.

These are also the workers who are already in short supply,
and who will become even scarcer unless your administration
takes immediate action to help us change what has not been
working for America.

The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) projects that about

45 percent of all job openings between 2004 and 2014 will
be in middle-skill occupations, compared to 33 percent in the
high-skill occupational categories and 22 percent in service
occupations. But the percentage of adult workers with at
least some college will remain at about 28 percent through
2020. These projections are driven heavily by anticipated

retirements of “baby boomers,” with a smaller and less
educated population coming along to replace them in
the workforce.

U.S. HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION AND
WORK-READINESS RATES ARE UNACCEPTABLY LOW.

As an employer in the Twin Cities metropolitan area, | am
particularly concerned and disheartened by the dropout
rates among our inner city youth. In 2007, 1.2 million

teens in this country failed to graduate from high school.
Unemployment rates for men and women who were not

in school and did not have a high school diploma were 15.7
percent and 19.0 percent, respectively. The unemployment
rate for black youth was more than twice that for white youth
and Asian youth who were not enrolled. Remember, those
statistics are for a period when overall unemployment was
under 5 percent.

Each and every student who does not complete high

school is a loss to me and my fellow manufacturers.

Each dropout represents lost potential for high quality and
high productivity, rewarded by a living wage, good benefits
and a challenging career path. Today's 18-year-old dropout
will earn $260,000 less over a lifetime and contribute $60,000
less in federal and state income taxes ~ wages and tax revenue
that are desperately needed to rebuild our economy.

We need to provide resources for workers not just when

they come of age in the labor market, but also as they move
through it. Two-thirds of the U.S. workers in the year 2020 are
already in the workforce today and already out of reach of our
nation's K-12 system. Employers like me need workers with
specific, often technical skills, and those skills are constantly
evolving. Workers need to access to training throughout their
lives — not just to get a job, but also to keep a job and get a
better job.

INNOVATIVE PROGRAMS CREATE MIDDLE-SKILL WORKERS
While the problem is severe, there is good news to report,

The manufacturing industry has been responding to the skills
shortage with innovative programs.
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