Work fund about to end Career Center reps try to save it
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PITTSFIELD -- Two representatives of the BerkshireWorks Career Center traveled to the Statehouse in Boston on Wednesday to ask lawmakers to extend funds that focus on employee training, youth internships and hiring incentives. 

Barbara Emanuel and Tom McDonough asked the Joint Committee on Labor and Workforce Development to continue the Massachusetts Workforce Training Fund through 2015, according to Heather P. Boulger, executive director of the Berkshire County Regional Employment Board. Emanuel and McDonough could not be reached for comment Wednesday. 

The fund is scheduled to end in December. 

"These training dollars are used for the current work force," Boulger said. "[The funds] help to advance [employees] within their industry, help to promote wage increases. ... It really runs the gamut." 

The funds come from a surplus in the state’s Unemployment Insurance pool, which all companies in the state must pay into. Approximately $175 million statewide has gone into these funds, Boulger said. 

State Rep. William "Smitty" Pignatelli, D-Lenox, who sits on the Joint Committee on Economic Development and Emerging Technologies, said the funds were "critical" for rebuilding the state economy. 

"I think in this economic climate, these sorts of investments make all the sense in the world," he said. "It’s stuff we should have been doing years ago, in a serious way." 

Boulger said that since the program began, 72 Berkshire County businesses had accessed more than $5.8 million to train employees. These grants are matched dollar-for-dollar by each applicant, providing employee wages during the training. 

Groups that have utilized these funds include Berkshire Health Systems, Crane & Co., Unistress Corp., Interprint Inc. and Hancock Shaker Village. 

In the past, the Workforce Development Training Fund also utilized Hiring Incentive Training Grants, which provide companies with $2,000 for each new hire. Boulger said she hopes officials will reinstate this policy if the proposal passes. 

Art Sanders, the production manager at Crane & Co., said his company received $200,000 in 2009 for manufacturing and troubleshooting training over the course of two years. 

"The program makes it so much more easy to invest in employees," Sanders said. "We’re able to hire somebody from the outside with skills that we might not necessarily acquire." 

"I think it’s a wonderful plan, it’s a wonderful program," said Louis Perez, hiring coordinator and safety manager at Unistress Corp. With the Workforce Training Funds, new hires at Unistress go through a one-week program that focuses on printreading, measurements and blueprints. 

Perez said if the Workforce Training Funds are extended, he would gladly apply again. 

"They reimbursed us $2,000 per employee, and we took advantage of it," Perez said. "We were able to train quite a few guys with that." 

According to Boulger, Emanuel and McDonough also promoted the Youth Solutions Act, which would coordinate youth-related resources and provide more than $18.5 million for career training and internship opportunities for young adults. 

"With the economy being what it is, youth aren’t able to get employment, because adults are taking the jobs that are usually youth-friendly," Boulger said. "Anytime that we connect a young person to a work opportunity, it’s beneficial for them, the educational system -- and those companies. This could be the future of the work force." 

Ellen Spear, president and CEO of Hancock Shaker Village, said that in the midst of the recession, resources such as the Workforce Development Training Fund were critical assets for not-for-profit organizations in the commonwealth. 

"They not only help the business, they help the individual, because the skills that the individual learns are obviously portable," Spear said. "In terms of our countywide effort to attract workers, to retain the best and the brightest, and to encourage our young people to stay in the Berkshires, the work force funds are a vital ingredient."

