Study will gauge the quality of the area's work force

Business groups, colleges say appropriately trained citizens will attract firms
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Break out the mirror and see how we're working.

A couple of Richmond's leading business groups teamed up with two local community colleges to sponsor an in-depth study of the area's work force, the first in more than six years.

The quality of a region's labor pool has become one of the critical selling points in the battle to attract and retain businesses and employers.

"The study will pay particular attention to the growth industries being targeted by the region for new direct investment and job creation," said Greg Wingfield, president of the Greater Richmond Partnership, which leads the area's economic development efforts.

The partnership and the Greater Richmond Chamber of Commerce are backing the study, with J. Sargeant Reynolds and John Tyler community colleges.

"We need to evolve our work force development programs in the Richmond region into one that can quickly respond to the needs of employers," said Gary Rhodes, J. Sargeant Reynolds' president.

"We can't begin to do that without first doing our homework, which is why we're undertaking this study. We need a clear, up-to-date snapshot of the labor market in the region."

Chmura Economics & Analytics, a local consulting and research company, is conducting the study, which should be finished by late September. Its cost was not released.

"We're looking at the skills and occupations of the current work force," said President Christine Chmura. "Do they match the industry mix in the area?'

The study also will analyze what kinds of jobs and skills employers in the area might want in coming years.

"Are the schools training people for the occupations that will be needed? Where do we need to fill the gaps?" Chmura said.

That kind of information could be invaluable to local colleges. "It's pointless to train our students in certain disciplines if the employers in the marketplace have no need for those disciplines," said Marshall Smith, president of John Tyler.

Jim Dunn, president and chief executive of the Richmond chamber, said the study raises the prospect "of finally getting accurate data on our region's work force. Without timely information of this kind, the region can't develop its work force to meet the needs of employers."

Paul Miller, the chamber's senior vice president, said the study should help local businesses develop a better understanding of the types of workplace skills that are available here.

Right now, a lot of employers have to "guess if the skills are out there to meet their needs." If the skills are not out there, the community colleges are in a great position to attack the problem, Miller said. "They can ramp up very quickly."

