TESTIMONY IN SUPPORT OF HB 926:

Job Skills Advancement Training Program
TO:
Hon. Dereck E. Davis, Chair, and members of the House Economic Matters Committee

FROM:
Jason Perkins-Cohen 
DATE:

February 20, 2007

The Job Opportunities Task Force (JOTF) is an independent, nonprofit organization that develops and advocates policies and programs to increase the skills, job opportunities, and incomes of low-skill, low-wage workers and job seekers in Maryland.  We support HB 926 as a way to help workers upgrade their skills to keep up with the changing economy.  This is especially important in a state like Maryland, where unemployment is low and many industries are already facing a labor shortage.  
While Maryland has a large proportion of highly educated people, many more workers have only a basic education.  Almost 40% of Marylanders have no more than a high school education, and 13% have not even completed high school.  We need to upgrade the skills and training of these workers in order to meet the needs of employers.  
In a 2001 survey, over 20% of employers ranked improving and expanding state training programs as the most important policy action the state could take. Overall, this was ranked as the 4th most important policy goal.  Furthermore, almost three-quarters of businesses said they would be willing to collaborate with government, educators, or other businesses to address worker skill shortages. 

Despite the need for worker training, and employer interest in expanding programs, Maryland has very few state programs that provide such services.  Currently, the federal Workforce Investment Act (WIA) is the largest source of worker training funds in the state.  In 2006, Maryland was allotted just under $30 million dollars for services through WIA.  

Because Maryland has relatively low poverty and unemployment rates, however, we receive less money than most other states, and our allotments are reduced nearly every year.  Overall, WIA funds have gone down 33 percent since the program was implemented in 2000.  This means that while almost 5,000 WIA clients received training services in 2000, just over 1,100 received training in 2005.  This represents about 17% of all adult program entrants.   
To increase access to training, most other states supplement WIA state-sponsored programs.  This helps make up for declining WIA allocations, and also gives the state more flexibility to respond to changing local needs.  It also allows for the expansion of programs targeted toward specific industries, and the development of larger statewide programs.  Since only 15 percent of WIA funds can be used for statewide initiatives, most programs must currently be established as stand-alone local projects.  
Maryland workers are not being fully served by the current system, and this puts local businesses at a competitive disadvantage.  Establishing a Job Skills Advancement Training Program can address this problem and maximize Maryland’s economic potential.  We respectfully urge a favorable report on HB 926.












