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Good afternoon. 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 roundtable to discuss the issue of unemployment. As providers of workforce development services to the citizens of the District of Columbia – particularly those facing barriers to sustained employment – the members of the DC Jobs Council can offer valuable perspective on the causes of unemployment, and on solutions with the greatest potential for success.
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.
Today, I would like to discuss very briefly some of the causes of unemployment in the District. But I will reserve most of my time to talk about solutions.

As we know the unemployment rate across the country is rising as a result of turmoil in the American and world economies. But in many areas of the District, unemployment is exacerbated by a lack of congruity between the skill requirements of those jobs that are available, and the skills, experience, education, and aptitudes of those seeking employment. Job seekers can be further frustrated by literacy challenges; these include low levels of prose and computational literacy, but also poor English skills among those for whom English is not the primary language, and, increasingly, a lack of computer literacy. Employers often note the absence of what are collectively termed “soft skills” – these include time management, conflict resolution, and appropriate workplace behavior. Other barriers interfere as well – barriers such as substance abuse, physical and mental health concerns, lack of transportation, child care challenges, and a reluctance to leave the neighborhood. 
In the District, we find a greater degree of some of these challenges in Wards 8, 7 and 5. Not surprisingly, unemployment is higher in those wards with more challenges. In addition, access to services that may help citizens address the barriers they face can be harder to find in some neighborhoods. 
I do not believe I have mentioned any causes of unemployment that are surprising to anyone. What I would like to address are systemic solutions that will benefit job seekers – and their potential employers – across the city, thereby reducing the disparity between the east and west sides of the District.

During its recent strategic planning process, the DC Jobs Council identified four points essential to improving the workforce development in the District. We believe that focused and honest attention to these points will go a very long way toward resolving the issue of unemployment in the District, even in these turbulent economic times.
First, we must raise awareness of and encourage support for workforce development activities at all levels of District leadership, including the Mayor, the Deputy Mayor for Planning & Economic Development, and the Council of the District of Columbia. We are encouraged thus far by what we are hearing from Joseph Walsh, who has been tapped to head the District’s Department of Employment Services, as well as from Councilmember Barry as chair of this committee, and Councilmember Kwame Brown as chair of the Committee on Economic Development. Joe Walsh has stated that “workforce development is economic development.” We believe that sentiment should become the District’s mantra.
Second, it is essential that we create an interagency task force with a leader directly responsible to the Mayor who will ensure a coordinated workforce development system and that job training and education programs and funding are coordinated and maximized. Because the workforce development system is so fragmented, with so many agencies responsible for funding, overseeing, and evaluating workforce development activities, someone with authority must maintain the birds’ eye view. The bill to create a workforce development ombudsman, introduced in the last Council period by Chairman Barry, is a good start.

Third, it is critical that the District establish District agency performance and outcome measures that use preparing DC residents for jobs with career paths that lead to self-sufficiency as the primary benchmark to assess the impact of additional funds. In this way, we can evaluate all programs – whether funded through the Department of Employment Services or the Department of Human Services or the Office of the State Superintendent of Education – with comparable criteria.
Finally, we must guarantee a very substantial annual investment over at least five years. The Brookings Institution has estimated that there are between 50,000 and 60,000 District residents between the ages of 18 and 65 who require workforce development services. Providing those services will not come cheap. But they will support community-based programs that make job training, job readiness, and job placement programs available to 10,000 residents annually. The ultimate benefit of expending these funds will be dramatic:  in essence, we can turn tens of thousands of users of public services into taxpayers, contributing to the District’s coffers and those of their neighborhoods. And that is stimulus by any definition.
Thank you for this opportunity. I will be pleased to answer any questions.
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