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Good morning. I am Marina Streznewski, coordinator of the DC Jobs Council. I would like to thank Chairman Barry and the members of the Council of the District of Columbia Committee on Housing & Workforce Development for convening this hearing on these four pieces of legislation, and for soliciting public comment Today I will limit my comments to two of the bills:  B18-74, the "Office for Ombudsman for Jobs for D.C. Residents Establishment Act of 2009,’ and B18-183, the "Get DC Residents Training for Jobs Now Act of 2009.”
The DC Jobs Council is a coalition of service providers, funders, researchers, business people, and others concerned with workforce development in the District of Columbia. We use the combined expertise of our membership to ensure city leaders make an effective and efficient workforce system a city priority. We ensure that every DC resident has the job training and education opportunities necessary to succeed in jobs that pay self-sufficiency wages and that meet the skill needs of employers in the District of Columbia. Further, we work to ensure economic development decisions facilitate the creation of jobs in the District in fields that provide career ladders to family-sustaining wages.

B18-74, the "Office for Ombudsman for Jobs for D.C. Residents Establishment Act of 2009,” would create a position with responsibility for maintaining the eagle-eye view of the District’s workforce development system, Such an individual, appointed by and reporting to Mayor, will facilitate effective coordination among the various agencies engaged in the workforce system. We believe an ombudsman will raise the level of awareness of the importance of workforce issues throughout the District government, encourage a systematic and cohesive approach to the development of workforce-related policy, and facilitate an understanding of how central workforce development is to successful economic development.

In general, the DC Jobs Council is extremely supportive of the creation of such an office. One of the critical issues underlying the District’s high – and uneven – unemployment rate is a lack of coordination among various entities whose portfolios touch the workforce. However, we have some suggestions to improve the bill which will take advantage of structures already in place, thereby allowing an ombudsman to accomplish his or her assignments more quickly and efficiently.

As drafted, the bill will require the ombudsman to develop an action plan to create job opportunities for 50,000 under- or unemployed District residents, develop a plan to increase adult literacy, market District residents to potential employers, build partnerships with these employers, identify trends in the job market in the District, perform needs assessments to identify present and future skill sets required by potential employers, and create databases tracking all available jobs and resumes of those seeking employment – among other things. While we believe that each one of these tasks is important, other agencies in the District already have most of those responsibilities. We believe that a more useful role for the ombudsman will be to ensure those tasks are, in fact, performed, and that the individuals and agencies performing the work talk to and work with one another.
For example, the responsibility for ensuring adult literacy in the District rests in the Office of the State Superintendent of Education. When adult literacy responsibilities were transferred from the State Education Agency, housed at the University of the District of Columbia, to OSSE, funding for adult literacy was cut by almost one-third. Restoring at least some of that funding – and ensuring appropriate leadership within OSSE, as well as oversight by an ombudsman -- will help reduce the number of District residents who need to improve their literacy enough to find and keep a job that pays a self-sufficiency wage.

Responsibility for coordination with the business community is, at least in part, the statutory responsibility of the DC Workforce Investment Council (WIC). But the WIC has been ineffective for a number of reasons, including a lack of staffing and the unwillingness of the Mayor to establish a working relationship with WIC leaders. Rather than supplanting the WIC – which must exist to oversee the District’s use of Workforce Investment Act funds – the ombudsman could work more effectively with the WIC, ensuring communication, coordination and cooperation with other stakeholders in the workforce system.

As a way of ensuring all stakeholders work together effectively, we suggest that the ombudsman convene regular meetings of key staff of agencies whose work affects workforce development. These agencies include, but are not limited to, the Department of Employment Services (DOES), the WIC, OSSE, the Department of Human Services (DHS), the Office of Planning, the Office of Aging, the District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS), and the University of the District of Columbia (UDC). Such an ombudsman will bear responsibility for ensuring the plans of one agency as they relate to workforce development complement those of other agencies. 
Leadership by key agency heads and managers will be required to ensure buy-in and to provide any necessary training and guidance all the way down the line so staff can effectively implement new systems and strategies. The result will be a seamless workforce development system, without duplication of services or wasted resources.

B18-183, the "Get DC Residents Training for Jobs Now Act of 2009,” is, likewise, a strong step in the right direction. The DC Jobs Council supports the concept of using the resources of Phelps Architecture, Construction and Engineering High School, the Academy for Construction and Design at Cardozo Senior High School, and the Hospitality Public Charter School at Roosevelt High School to provide job training to District adults in the evening, on weekends, and during the summer when those facilities would otherwise be idle. Especially given the demand for skilled workers in the construction trades that is expected with the influx of federal dollars under the American Reinvestment and Recovery Act of 2009 (ARRA), training in the areas in which these schools specialize will definitely be needed.
We do have several concerns about this bill as drafted, however. First, any process to identify those entities to actually provide the job training must be open and transparent. In addition, should a decision be made to include providers of workforce readiness training, adult basic education, GED preparation, or supportive services, the process to identify these providers must be open and transparent as well. We understand that the intent of the bill is narrow – to provide job training in hospitality and in construction and related fields. But given that prospective workers often need other supports or assistance, we ask that the door remain open to the possibility of including these services at a later time.

Our second major concern involves funding. Funding for job training in the District is somewhat plentiful right now – which has not been the case for many years. And we know that this good position is extremely temporary, as federal stimulus funds expire in two years. Therefore, we encourage the Council and the Mayor to base this program on recurring funds that do not reduce the amount of funding available to other training providers. In particular, we suggest that District leaders look to sources other than WIA funds, which are subject to federal appropriations, and which, on their own, do not even come close to meeting current needs.
Finally, we encourage District leaders to explore extending this concept to other career fields. While construction jobs pay well, they are subject to the ebbs and flows of both the economy and the weather; the Poplar Point development offers a good example of what happens to construction jobs when business credit is hard to find. And while they may be plentiful in an economy like the District’s, which is dependent on tourism, hospitality jobs do not generally pay family-sustaining wages unless and until a worker reaches the management level. The health care industry, in contrast, is still hiring more workers, and with efforts to support the growth in the utilization of electronic health records, offers the potential for even more opportunities – for those with the right training.
Both of the bills I have discussed today are good steps toward strengthening the District’s workforce development system. A strong workforce development system will, in turn, ensure the long-term viability of the District’s economy, and help ensure that all of its citizens have the opportunity to participate. If the components of the workforce development system – including education, job training, workforce readiness preparation and job placement – can cooperate with other District agencies, we can, in essence, turn tens of thousands of users of public services into taxpayers. These taxpayers, in turn, will contribute to the District’s coffers and those of their neighborhoods, climb the ladder to self-sufficiency, and help prepare themselves and their children for good jobs in a growing economy.
Thank you for this opportunity. I will be pleased to answer any questions.
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