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the Southwest Alabama Workforce Development Council 
(SAWDC) was created in 2006 to develop and implement 
a comprehensive regional workforce development plan. 
the SAWDC mission is to develop strategic partnerships 
which attract, educate and train students and workers to 
better meet employer needs and foster economic growth 
in a global marketplace. In 2010, SAWDC applied for and 
was awarded Social Innovation Fund funding through the 
National Fund for Workforce Solutions (the National Fund) 
to implement industry partnerships, systems change and 
capacity building efforts, and to support training efforts 
leading to job placements and career advancement that 
met industry demand. this report discusses the five year 
history of SAWDC’s engagement with the National Fund, 
outlines the results achieved by SAWDC and the lessons 
learned from this work, and provides recommendations for 
SAWDC’s future work.
 
The National Fund Model
the National Fund is an initiative of national and local 
funders whose goal is to advance the careers of low-wage 
workers using a model of substantial employer engagement 
to increase the potential for successful outcomes. the 
National Fund was established in 2007 as a funding 
intermediary by the Casey, Ford, Hitachi and Weinberg 
Foundations, with support from the U.S. Department of 
Labor, to strengthen and expand high-impact workforce 
partnership initiatives across the country. the critical 
element of the National Fund model for SAWDC’s work 
has been supporting and developing sectoral workforce 
partnerships that result in significantly improved outcomes 
for these workers and more productive human capital for 
industry. In 2010, NFWS was funded by the Social Innovation 
Fund to expand upon its model. the Social Innovation Fund 
(SIF) Initiative supports and expands promising non-profits 
that foster private and public collaborations that identify, 
evaluate, and expand social impact. the National Fund, 
using SIF dollars, has supported SAWDC with a total of 
$780,000 over five years. SAWDC has matched this with 
$780,000 in cash contributions and $6.3 million in aligned 
funding.

SAWDC’s Work in Partnership with
the National Fund
SAWDC’s work is delivered through workforce partnerships 
or clusters. these groups are industry-led and are designed 
to drive training programs and workforce development 
systems to better meet industry needs. they meet 
regularly, set and measure objectives, and work to obtain 
better alignment of the regional workforce development 

system with their needs. SAWDC has worked through four 
workforce partnerships: Maritime, Health Care, Industrial 
Construction, and Aviation. 

For the Maritime workforce partnership, three critical 
themes emerged: the role of partnerships, finding 
complimentary activities to existing training, and the 
ability to meet industry needs. SAWDC was able to find 
two strong partners that already were working in the 
industry and had resources committed to their work. 
SAWDC identified complimentary activities such as job 
coaching and managing program participants to work that 
added value to the existing training and helped better 
meet industry needs. the Maritime Workforce Partnership 
served the greatest number of participants of all of the 
SAWDC workforce partnerships.

SAWDC partnered with two organizations for its Health Care 
work: the Bay Area Health Care Coalition and the southwest 
division of the Alabama Hospital Association. the work 
of the SAWDC-BAHC partnership was the development 
and implementation of a Certified Nursing Assistant 
Pilot Program. SAWDC coordinated eight sessions of the 
Certified Nursing Assistant Pilot Program, resulting in 99 
incumbent workers upgrading their skills in acute care, 37 
incumbent workers receiving their CNA certification, and all 
participants advancing in their careers. 

SAWDC’s partnership with the southwest division of 
the Alabama Hospital Association was the formation of 
the Rural Healthcare Cluster. the objective of the Rural 
Healthcare Cluster training program was to export the 
successful CNA training program to the region’s rural 
communities and hard-to-reach populations. SAWDC, in 
partnership with Reid State technical College and Alabama 
Career Center, coordinated two CNA training programs 
for the Rural Healthcare Cluster. twenty-one participants 
successfully received their certification. 

SAWDC’s partnership in Industrial Construction was 
operated in partnership with the Central Gulf Industrial 
Alliance (CGIA). the first project CGIA and SAWDC embarked 
on was the creation of a CGIA Workforce Development 
committee with a mission to develop and implement a 
systematic and comprehensive program to recruit and 
train new entry level craft professionals and to upgrade the 
skills of current craft professionals in the region. SAWDC 
and CGIA also partnered on a welding training program 
to address one of the critical needs of industry. Finally, 
SAWDC supported the development and implementation 

Executive Summary
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of the CGIA Industrial trades training Program Review or 
the CGIA endorsement program as it is more commonly 
known. this program certifies training programs in the 
trades as meeting the needs of industry and providing 
graduates that are effective employees. Seven programs 
underwent the industry program reviews, which included 
on-site reviews and employer surveys.

the Aviation and Aerospace workforce partnership is the 
most recent partnership SAWDC has developed. In early 
2013, SAWDC partnered with the Alabama Aviation Center 
of Mobile to begin aviation workforce partnership work. 
SAWDC assigned a case manager to the cluster to manage 
qualified candidates into career opportunities with aviation 
employers in the partnership. SAWDC, in partnership with 
the Alabama Aviation Center, developed pilot programs 
in project management and leadership development and 
composites training for incumbent workers.

Results
SAWDC has created strong positive results across many 
domains through its National Fund work and the numerous 
programmatic efforts that have grown out of that work. In 
less than five years, SAWDC has:

• Developed strong workforce partnerships in three initial 
areas and added an additional workforce partnership in 
response to industry demand; 

• Managed 925 people into employment in the region’s 
critical industries. the average hourly wage for these 
workers at employment was $14.12. 

• trained and supported career advancement for 181 
incumbent workers, primarily in the rural health care 
industry;

• Created a new workforce partnership in aviation in 
response to industry demand;

• Put in place a strong strategic plan that is leading to 
organizational sustainability;

• Provided support and leadership to regional, statewide, 
and national workforce development programs.

In addition to the direct benefits to the region, SAWDC’s 
cumulative results have positioned the organization for 
significant future success.

SAWDC has been recognized, due to these results, as 
a national leader in several ways. In 2013, the SAWDC 
Maritime Workforce Partnership was awarded an Exemplary 
Workforce Partnership, and in 2014 SAWDC was named 
one of two outstanding collaboratives in the country. this 
award recognized the totality of SAWDC’s work, particularly 
in the areas of industry engagement, statewide capacity 
building, and development of a system to track and collect 
individualized data on each participant. 

Lessons Learned
SAWDC has achieved on its goals at a very high level over 
the past five years. SAWDC has been recognized by the 
National Fund, by other national funders, and by the state 
of Alabama as a high performing intermediary organization. 
From this work, lessons can be drawn to inform future 
workforce development practice. these lessons include:

Industry Leadership is the Key
to SAWDC’s Success
SAWDC is an industry-led organization. Both the Board of 
Directors and the leadership of the industry partnerships 
are 100% industry led. Industry leadership has provided 
SAWDC with several advantages:

• Industry leadership ensured that programs supported 
by the organization were on target to meeting industry 
needs. SAWDC’s strong success in placement of  
jobseekers was directly tied to the close integration of 
business and industry throughout the development and 
implementation of these programs.

• Industry leadership forced a sense of business discipline 
on the organization. this commitment to regularly 
measuring and reporting on its metrics and continuous 
improvement contributed strongly to SAWDC’s success.

• Industry leadership has helped the organization 
grow. Business leaders involved in the organization 
and achieving business results as a result of their 
involvement make the best salespeople and advocates 
for the organization. 

Industry-led Workforce Partnerships are
Incredibly Effective and Needed
the central focus of SAWDC’s work has been workforce 
partnership programming. these partnerships are based 
on the National Fund model for workforce partnerships, 
which include two core elements:  All training programs 
are designed in close collaboration with industry and 
the focus is not just on preparing jobseekers and entry-
level employees for work, but for careers. Successful 
workforce partnerships are results-driven, entrepreneurial, 
and worthy of trust from industry and workers. SAWDC’s 
workforce partnerships are exemplars of this model.

The Dual Customer Approach Best Meets
Industry and Community Needs
A focus of National Fund workforce partnerships is the dual 
customer approach, meeting the needs of both business 
and workers. the dual customer approach requires 
training to focus on the needs of both employers and job 
seekers. this approach ensures that public, private, and 
philanthropic investments result in meeting workforce and 
economic development goals. this is particularly important 
in an area with low unemployment rates, which is the case 
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in the Southwest Alabama region. SAWDC has been one of 
the national leaders in this approach.

Partnerships Are Key to SAWDC Success
SAWDC has worked through partnerships in two important 
ways. First, SAWDC has partnered with existing training 
programs such as the AIDt Maritime training Center. Since 
the direct training provided by the Maritime training Center 
was already being supported by the state, SAWDC took 
on the role of helping connect people who were receiving 
training to employers. this “coaching people to work” 
model has been very successful for both industry and 
workers. Second, SAWDC has utilized existing industry led 
organizations rather than developing another partnership. 
this holds the number of meetings the region is asking 
employers to attend to a minimum and appropriately 
valuing their time.  

SAWDC Uses an Effective Data-driven Decision
Making Process 
SAWDC developed a data-driven decision-making process 
that includes the development of appropriate goals and 
targets, followed by rigorous evaluation and measurement. 
By being driven by data, SAWDC was able to focus both its 
own efforts and those of its partners on the correct metrics. 
SAWDC metrics included job placements, average wages, 
and retention of participants in training programs. the 
discipline of the data-driven process provided an objective 
focus for decision making so that the organization makes 
decisions with less bias. SAWDC also used its decision 
making process to hold itself and its partners accountable 
for achieving success aligned with industry needs and with 
original program goals.

Recommendations
Based on the lessons learned through this analysis of 
SAWDC’s work with the National Fund, recommendations 
for future SAWDC work and general workforce development 
practice have been developed. these recommendations 
include:

Expand and Enhance Industry Partnership Work
the list of what is working for SAWDC starts with the industry 
partnership work. Industry leaders were consistently 
supportive of SAWDC’s work and cited many examples 
of how this work had supported specific companies and 
regional growth clusters. that said, there is still more work 
that could be done, including going deeper with existing 
industries such as aviation; developing new industry 
clusters; and merging the systems change and capacity 
building components of SAWDC’s work with the industry 
partnership work.

Reinvigorate the Health Care Workforce Partnership with 
a Focus on Middle-Skill Jobs
SAWDC should partner with health care employers, 
particularly hospitals and other employers that offer strong 
wages, to develop plans to address the coming middle skills 
gap for health care. While changes in the economy have 
made people more likely to stay in the stable employment 
that health care offers, many of these baby boomers will 
retire over the next five years, and filling these positions 
will be a significant regional challenge.

Identify Ways to Partner with the Public Workforce 
Investment System
SAWDC has many capabilities that match up with the 
needs of the public workforce investment system, notably 
in the area of industry engagement. SAWDC should explore 
options to partner with the public workforce system or 
provide services on a contractual basis.

Enhance Regional Partnerships between Economic 
Development and Workforce Development
the connection between economic development and 
workforce development is very close in region’s that are 
economically successful over the long run. Areas where 
economic development and workforce development 
intersect include recruitment, retention, and innovation.

Continue to Provide Statewide Systems Change and 
Capacity Building Support
SAWDC has provided critical support to statewide capacity 
building efforts that are in the process of promoting real 
change in workforce development in Alabama. these efforts 
include supporting the development of other regional 
councils and their alignment with the National Fund model 
and providing information and feedback to the statewide 
process of enhancing the Workforce Development Councils. 
SAWDC should continue to be an important leader in these 
efforts to enhance Alabama’s efforts to improve the ability 
of its workforce development system to meet industry 
needs.
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About SAWDC
the Southwest Alabama Workforce Development Council 
(SAWDC) was created in 2006 to develop and implement 
a comprehensive regional workforce development plan. 
the SAWDC mission is to develop strategic partnerships 
which attract, educate, and train students and workers to 
better meet employer needs and foster economic growth 
in a global marketplace. In 2010, SAWDC applied for and 
was awarded Social Innovation Fund funding through the 
National Fund for Workforce Solutions (the National Fund) 
to implement industry partnerships, systems change and 
capacity building efforts, and to support training efforts 
leading to job placements and career advancement that 
met industry demand. this report discusses the five year 
history of SAWDC’s engagement with the National Fund, 
outlines the results achieved by SAWDC and the lessons 
learned from this work, and provides recommendations for 
SAWDC’s future work.

Methodology

this report is derived from two main sources. First, the 
report benefits from the individual, longitudinal data 
that SAWDC has been very purposeful in collecting and 
updating on their participants. this data allows us to look 
at the retention and long-term changes in wages for people 
trained in programs supported by SAWDC’s industry 
partnerships. this long-term data is necessary to accurately 
analyze the impact of the training programs. Second, 
numerous regional stakeholders were interviewed for this 
report, including business and industry representatives, 
economic development representatives, and SAWDC staff 
and Board members. their knowledge and perspectives 
added significantly to this report. 

Construction of the Remainder of the Report

the remainder of the report proceeds as follows: First, the 
report examines SAWDC’s history of participation over the 
past five years with the National Fund. the next section 
outlines the overall results of the National Fund work for 
participants, businesses, and the broader community. 
Following the overview section of results, the report 
provides detail on the history and results achieved by 
each of SAWDC’s workforce partnerships. Building on the 
previous sections, the report moves on to discuss lessons 
learned from SAWDC’s four years of practice with the 
National Fund and then to provide recommendations for 
future SAWDC work. 

Introduction
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SAWDC’s initial approach to the National Fund indicated 
that additional groundwork needed to be completed. 
SAWDC solidified its strategy map, recruited additional 
industry leaders for its board, and drafted its industry 
partnership strategy. By 2010, SAWDC was well-positioned 
to advance its work and enter into a partnership with 
the National Fund. the organization exhibited a strong 
commitment to metrics, a plan for tracking and reporting 
on data, strong board commitment, and the early stages of 
developing deep employer engagement. SAWDC had also 
demonstrated its value to other regional funders such as 
the Community Foundation of South Alabama, the City of 
Mobile, Mobile County and the other counties in the region 
served by SAWDC. these factors laid the groundwork for a 
successful SAWDC application to join the National Fund for 
Workforce Solutions and to receive funding from the Social 
Innovation Fund through the National Fund.

the National Fund for Workforce Solutions (National Fund) 
is an initiative of national and local funders whose goal 
is to advance the careers of low-wage workers using a 
model of substantial employer engagement to increase the 
potential for successful outcomes. the National Fund was 
established in 2007 as a funding intermediary by the Casey, 
Ford, Hitachi and Weinberg Foundations, with support from 
the U.S. Department of Labor, to strengthen and expand 
high-impact workforce partnership initiatives across the 
country. the unique value of the National Fund rests on 
its support for local communities to organize and sustain 
regional funding collaboratives that invest in worker skills 
and their key regional industries. the collaboratives are 
catalysts for generating additional investments in creating 
sectoral workforce partnerships, training workers, and 
improving workforce practices. 

the National Fund model is based on five strategic 
approaches to guiding the work of regional partners.

1. Developing and nurturing a national network of broad-
based regional funding collaboratives that design and 
implement a workforce development strategy for low-
wage workers and key businesses through a model that 
leverages public/private investments to support this 
strategy.

2. Supporting and developing sectoral workforce 
partnerships that effectively organize businesses into 
long-term relationships focused on workforce and career 
development for low-wage workers and that result in 

significantly improved outcomes for these workers and 
more productive human capital for industry.

3. Implementing career advancement initiatives and 
practices that create effective pathways for workers to 
advance into better wages and benefits.

4. Generating effective local and national systems change 
efforts that result in improved outcomes for low-wage 
workers through changes in public policies and private 
practices as well as embedding the National Fund 
strategic principles as priorities of national workforce, 
educational, and employer organizations.

5. Combining national and local evaluations with quality 
research to generate evidence-based practices that 
improve performance and outcomes. 1

A key component of the National Fund relationship 
with local collaboratives is that funding support to the 
collaboratives must be matched by local resources. For 
most funding opportunities, the National Fund requires 
local collaboratives to obtain a 1:1 cash match and an 
additional 3:1 match which can include either additional 
cash match or the match of aligned funding. For example, 
a $100,000 grant from the National Fund would require 
the local applicant to obtain $100,000 in local funding 
and to have additional local funding or aligned efforts of 
$300,000. Local collaboratives can obtain matching funds 
from local foundations, United Ways, state, county and 
municipal governments, and businesses. 

In 2010, the National Fund was funded by the Social 
Innovation Fund to expand upon its model by expanding 
the capacity of a set of existing National Fund sites and, 
through a competitive application process, selecting eight 
additional sites in the south to expand its work. the Social 
Innovation Fund (SIF) Initiative supports and expands 
promising non-profits that foster private and public 
collaborations that identify, evaluate, and expand social 
impact. By investing in community-based organizations, 
the SIF increases access to effective programs that enable 
people and communities in need to overcome their most 
pressing challenges in the areas of economic opportunity, 
youth development, and health. 2

  
to date, the National Fund for Workforce Solutions has 
supported SAWDC with a total of $780,000 over five 
years. SAWDC has matched this with $780,000 in cash 

National Fund Relationship

1 Source: http://National Fundolutions.org/sites/National Fundolutions.org/files/NAtIoNAL FUND_brochure_HR_061011.pdf
2 Source: Stakeholder Interviews.
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contributions and $6.3 million in aligned funding. SAWDC 
continues to be an active and exemplary member of the 
National Fund, as detailed in the Results section below.

Perceived Benefits of the National Fund 
Relationship

While the funding that came to SAWDC as a result of 
participation in the National Fund network was useful, 
nonprofit organizations are encouraged not to let funding 
opportunities drive their decision-making. therefore, it is 
useful to examine other benefits that SAWDC stakeholders 
identified from the organization’s participation in the 
National Fund. 3

• Infrastructure Support is Hugely Important: In the 
creation of the Workforce Development Councils, the 
state of Alabama provided operating guidelines, but 
not the funding to meet these requirements. SAWDC 
was able to use the funding from the National Fund 
and the required match funding, in part, to support 
organizational staffing infrastructure. this has 
supported the organizational growth by providing a 
solid foundation to work from over the past four years.

• Building National Credibility: SAWDC has had the 
opportunity to engage with national philanthropic 
organizations through the National Fund and has 
been invited to participate in “invitation-only” funding 
opportunities. 

• Participation in Learning Activities has Supported 
Program Improvement: the National Fund network has 
offered a number of targeted learning opportunities in 
industry sectors such as health care and transportation, 
distribution, and logistics and for specific populations 
such as young adults. SAWDC has been able to take 
advantage of these opportunities to further enhance 
the success of its workforce partnerships. 

It is important to note that SAWDC has also provided its 
regional partners with the opportunity to access these 
learning opportunities as well. this provides further 
evidence of SAWDC’s commitment to supporting quality 
improvements in the entire regional workforce development 
ecosystem.

Results

SAWDC has created strong positive results across many 
domains through its National Fund work and the numerous 
programmatic efforts that have grown out of that work. In 
less than five years, SAWDC has:

• Developed strong workforce partnerships in three initial 
areas and added an additional workforce partnership in 
response to industry demand; 

• Managed 925 people into employment in the region’s 
critical industries. the average hourly wage for these 
workers at employment was $14.12; 

• trained and supported career advancement for 181 
incumbent workers, primarily in the rural health care 
industry;

• Created a new workforce partnership in aviation in 
response to industry demand;

• Put in place a strong strategic plan that is leading to 
organizational sustainability;

• Provided support and leadership to regional, statewide, 
and national workforce development programs.

3 Source: http://National Fundolutions.org/initiatives/social-innovation-fund 

JoBSEEKERS  
Number Served: 1,339
Number Entering into training: 870 (65%) 
Credentials Earned: 941 
total Employed: 925 (69%)
Average Wage at Employment: $14.12 
Retention at Six Months
after Employment: 85%
Wages at Six Months
after Employment: $15.29
Wages at twelve Months
after Employment: $17.35

INCUMBENT WoRKERS
Number served: 181
Credentials Earned: 143
Average Wage Increase: $1.39/hour (10%)
Retention at Six Months
after Program: 93%

FIgURE  1
SAWDC WoRKFoRCE PARTNERSHIP RESULTS
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In additional to the direct benefits to the region of each 
of these results areas, SAWDC’s cumulative results have 
created significant regional impact and have positioned 
the organization for significant future success.

the National Fund work is complex and has a number of 
goals and objectives to serve both industry and job seekers 
or incumbent workers. 

SAWDC’s overall results, shown in Figure 1, have been 
excellent. the number of people trained and the percentage 
employed by private sector businesses in the region’s 
critical industries is quite large. Furthermore, these 
workers tend to be retained in their jobs once employed. 
the wages they earn tend to be significant compared to the 
local average wages.

SAWDC’s excellent results have been noticed and  
awarded twice by the National Fund for Workforce  
Solutions. In 2013, SAWDC’s Maritime Workforce  
Partnership was awarded an Exemplary Workforce 
Partnership at the National Fund Annual Meeting. this 
award recognized the Maritime Industry partnership’s 
success in:

• Engaging the region’s maritime industry leaders and 
their companies in SAWDC’s National Fund work;

• Partnering successfully with AIDt to meet industry needs 
while at the same time being careful not to duplicate 
existing training efforts; and

• Managing more than 600 people to work in the maritime 
industry at an average hourly wage of more than $14 per 
hour.

In 2014, the National Fund recognized SAWDC as one of 
two outstanding collaboratives in the country. this award 
recognized the totality of SAWDC’s work, particularly in 
the areas of industry engagement, statewide capacity 
building, and development of a system to track and collect 
individualized data on each participant. 

the National Fund for Workforce Solutions has further 
recognized SAWDC’s success in two additional ways. 
SAWDC has been awarded a kellogg Foundation grant 
through the National Fund to work on sustainability issues 
over the next two years. Laura Chandler, SAWDC Executive 
Director, was named to the National Fund Partners Council 
in 2014. the Partners Council functions as the leadership 
and oversight organization for the entire work of the 
National Fund. Receiving this prestigious appointment 
is strong indication of the esteem with which SAWDC 
and its leadership are viewed by national level workforce 
development leaders.

SAWDC has also supported the development of investments 
in the region that do not come through SAWDC. In 2013, 
the Southwest Alabama region was designated one of 12 
Interagency Manufacturing Community Partnership award 
designees. this designation was awarded by the U.S. 
Department of Commerce, in partnership with 16 other 
federal agency partners. the designations were awarded 
to regions that demonstrated strong regional support 
for and development of manufacturing sectors, in one of 
nine industry support categories. the region’s application 
focused on shipbuilding as its manufacturing sector. 
the University of South Alabama was the lead applicant 
and there were more than twenty-five partners to the 
application. However, SAWDC provided strong leadership 
to the application process, and it is not too much to say that 
the application would not have gone forward successfully 
without SAWDC’s involvement and leadership.

In addition to direct and indirect job training and placement 
support, SAWDC has also achieved admirable results in 
the areas of systems change and capacity building. the 
most significant systems change effort has been SAWDC’s 
support of the development and enhancement of the 
other nine workforce development councils in the state. 
SAWDC has also been a leader in building the capacity of 
regional community colleges to provide effective workforce 
development programming in the region.  

SAWDC has been a leader in supporting replication of the 
National Fund model through the workforce development 
council system in Alabama. SAWDC is one of ten workforce 
development councils, each of which is charged with 
providing a direct link to the workforce needs of business 
and industry at the local level. the nine other councils 
represent potential opportunities for expansion and 
replication work since these organizations share the same 
legislative charge and similar challenges with structure, 
funding, and employer engagement. Since 2012, three 
other workforce development councils have joined the 
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National Fund and attended its annual meetings. the 
Department of Commerce has expressed an interest in the 
model, and SAWDC has facilitated several discussions with 
department staff on how the model could be useful to the 
emerging councils in the state and as part of the broader 
Alabama workforce development system. 

SAWDC has supported capacity building at the community 
college level in several ways. the SAWDC partnership with 
the Central Gulf Industrial Alliance has resulted in ongoing 
program credentialing and enhanced community college 
employer engagement in key program areas. the result of 
this work is that community college programs now have 
clarity on the extent to which they are meeting industry 
needs and, even more importantly, access to assistance 
from SAWDC, CGIA, and businesses to improve their 
programs. SAWDC has also supported local community 
college development in the region through providing 
targeted funding and enhancing community college 
engagement with critical businesses in the region.

Finally, it is beyond the scope of this report to make formal 
estimates of the broader economic development impact 
of SAWDC’s National Fund work. However, it should be 
obvious that the economic development impact of training 
over 1300 people, over 900 of those people obtaining 
employment at an average wage of over $14 per hour, and 
85% of employed participants being retained for at least 
six months would be impressive. Economic development 
impact is usually estimated across at least three 
dimensions: impact on the program participants, impact 
on regional business and industry, and broader societal 
impact. For the impact on program participants, the high 
levels of wages and good benefits were compared to what 
they experienced at pre-training levels. the 12 month wage 
estimate was 53% higher than wages prior to entering the 
training programs. this influx of new, skilled employees 
almost certainly had a positive impact on businesses in the 
region’s critical industries. the broader societal impact of 
the program is harder to measure, but the multiplier impact 
of increased wages spent and re-spent across the region 
must be considerable.

the following section breaks down SAWDC’s results 
by each workforce partnership, in an effort to draw out 
lessons learned and recommendations for future program 
development.
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Workforce Partnership Engagement

the bulk of SAWDC’s work is delivered through workforce 
partnerships or clusters. these groups are industry-led 
and are designed to drive training programs and workforce 
development systems to better meet industry needs. 
these are active working groups. they meet regularly, 
set and measure objectives, and work to obtain better 
alignment of the regional workforce development system 
with their needs. the SAWDC workforce partnerships 
have been recognized as national exemplars for providing 
strong outcomes for both industry and people looking for 
employment or career advancement.

the workforce partnerships were developed in part to focus 
on barriers to training and employment that met industry 
needs. Five critical barriers were initially identified:

 1. Poor employer linkages
 2. Fragmented training programs
 3. Employer’s negative perception of public resources 
 4. Job placement assistance function in delivery  

 model missing
 5. Lack of career center and community college  

 connection

SAWDC’s workforce partnerships have made great progress 
in addressing these issues over the past four years. In 
addition to addressing industry issues, the workforce 
partnership work has resulted in meeting job-seeker needs 
as well. SAWDC’s work has resulted in 925 people entering 
employment at an average hourly wage of $14.12. the 
program has also served 181 incumbent workers. SAWDC’s 
workforce partnership achievements are particularly 
impressive since the Southwest Alabama region has had a 
low unemployment rate throughout the program, making it 
challenging, but even more critical, to find people to train 
who were not already employed. 

the remainder of this section will discuss the history and 
experience of each of SAWDC’s industry partnerships: 
Maritime, Aviation, Industrial Construction, and Healthcare.

Maritime

the Maritime Workforce Partnership, referred to locally as 
the Maritime Cluster, was the first workforce partnership 
that SAWDC formed. It was formally kicked off in May 
2011. original partners in the cluster included Austal USA, 
the Gulf States Shipbuilding Consortium, Bishop State 
Community College, and Mobile Works (the local Workforce 
Development Board). 

From the earliest stages, the Maritime Workforce 
Partnership worked through existing entities, rather than 
creating new ones. the two critical partners early on were 
the Gulf States Shipbuilding Consortium and the Alabama 
Industrial Development training (AIDt) Maritime training 
Center.

the AIDt Maritime training Center was the larger of the 
two entities and conducted more of the SAWDC/National 
Fund work. the Maritime training Center is funded by 
the state of Alabama to provide training for the regional 
maritime industry. the location of Austal USA in Mobile 
was instrumental in the creation of this center. Austal USA 
currently employs 4,500 people in Mobile and continues 
to grow. other key industry partners include Vt Halter, 
Huntington Ingalls, and BAE. 

When SAWDC began its National Fund work, the maritime 
industry was a logical place to begin. the maritime industry 
was large and growing quickly in the region. they had 
a strong unmet labor market demand, and the industry 
paid good wages and benefits for occupations that only 
required short-term training. In short, maritime had all 
the characteristics that effective workforce development 
programs look for when exploring industries to engage 
with. the Maritime training Center also provided another 
critical advantage: the Center had state funding to fully 
cover the direct costs of training. 

An initial assessment by SAWDC, the Maritime training 
Center, and critical maritime industry partners identified 
the main issue that industry was facing: a gap between 
completion of training and entering employment in the 



Southwest Alabama Workforce Development Council10

industry. this was a gap that SAWDC could fill, using 
its National Fund support and matching funds. SAWDC 
developed a project management and coaching model that 
included:

• on site placement of an industry coordinator at the MtC 
to act as a coach and work with participants throughout 
their training program.

• Development of a deep understanding of industry needs 
as well as differences in hiring requirements across all 
businesses in the industry.

• Implementation of a tracking system that allowed 
SAWDC staff to track participants throughout their 
journey through training and into employment.

the job coaching role that SAWDC has taken on with the 
Maritime training Center has been extremely well received 
by industry. there is no greater statement of industry 
support for a workforce development program than when a 
company hires one of your staff as happened with a SAWDC 
job coach. Staff from the AIDt Maritime training Center 
have also been highly appreciative of the coaching and 
case management assistance from SAWDC.

the results of this partnership have been exemplary. the 
number of people hired and the wages and benefits they 
earned have been the strongest in SAWDC’s work with the 
National Fund. the role of the job coaches has expanded to 
begin work with participants as soon as they are selected 
for the training program, across their entire training 
experience, and post-employment as well. In addition, the 
job coach is working directly with industry to help select 
participants for apprenticeship opportunities.  SAWDC 
assisted Austal USA with key pre-employment services 
including pre-screening and testing for the Nationally 

Certified Journeyman program. over 1,800 individuals 
applied for the Apprenticeship; 593 were selected for 
testing; 428 completed testing; 139 were interviewed; and 
95 were selected and were employed as Austal Apprentices. 
SAWDC’s involvement in this program is a very strong sign 
of industry support for the work of SAWDC and the SAWDC 
job coach.

SAWDC has also engaged with Austal USA on incumbent 
worker training issues. AIDt, SAWDC, and Austal USA 
began this work in September 2013. the goals of the 
program are to:  1.) make work ready fitters from graduates 
of local workforce development initiatives and provide the 
necessary foundation to enable them to accelerate their 
development to true A Class tradesmen, and 2.) execute 
a “hire down, skill up” model for the maritime cluster. All 
candidates for this program were hired by Austal USA, 
many of whom are graduates of the AIDt Maritime training 
Center, in technical Assistant (tA) positions making $13.51 
per hour. Upon successful completion of the four week 
training program, the employee, who receives wages 
while being trained, is promoted to an B Class tradesman 
position making $17.00 per hour. the “hire down, skill 
up” method was developed in response to the industry’s 
need for skilled workers. Among five of the workforce 
partnership’s top employers, there was an immediate need 
for 1,470 structural welders, pipe fitters, and ship fitters in 
2013 when this program was developed. the results of the 
incumbent worker training program have been significant. 
the initial Maritime Cluster Incumbent Worker training 
Program resulted in the career advancement of thirty-
four incumbent workers. the participants in this initiative 
achieved wage increases of $3.49 per hour, very significant 
levels for the region.

FIgURE 2: SAWDC 
MARITIME WoRKFoRCE

PARTNERSHIP EMPLoyERS

Austal USA
Ingalls Shipbuilding

BAE Systems 
Bollinger Shipyards
Signal International

VT Halter Marine
Horizon Shipbuilding

Myer Marine
Gulf Coast Shipyard Group

JoBSEEKERS  
Number Served: 1,093
Number Entering into training: 694 (63%) 
Credentials Earned: 819 
total Employed: 819 (75%)
Average Wage at Employment: $14.37 
Retention at Six Months
after Employment: 84%

INCUMBENT WoRKERS
Number served: 58
Credentials Earned: 82
Average Wage Increase: $2.58/hour (17.4%)
Retention at Six Months
after Program: 83%

FIgURE 3:  SAWDC MARITIME WoRKFoRCE
      PARTNERSHIP RESULTS
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the Gulf State Shipbuilding Consortium (GSSC) was formed 
in 2006 and includes a large industry membership of the 
key shipbuilding firms in the region. GSSC’s goals are:

• Raise public awareness of the shipbuilding and repair 
industry and GSSC in the Gulf Coast region;

• Establish a steady stream of trained workers for the 
shipbuilding and repair industry in the Gulf Coast 
region; and

• Develop a plan for sustaining and growing GSSC.

there was considerable alignment between GSSC’s goals 
and workforce development efforts and SAWDC’s work, 
particularly the GSSC Shipfitter Boot Camp. the GSSC 
Shipfitter Boot Camp program, a pilot program designed 
to prepare individuals for entry-level employment as 
shipfitters. this GSSC program was part of a  larger project 
to develop standardized shipfitting curriculum with a 
portable skill certificate that is recognized by GSSC members 
along the Gulf Coast and can be used by high schools, 
community colleges, and shipyards, as well as staffing 
providers to train individuals on core shipfitting skills. Four 
years in development, the modularized, industry-driven 
curriculum required significant support from GSSC industry 
members Austal USA, BAE Systems, Bollinger Shipyards, C 
& G Boatworks, Ingalls Shipbuilding, Signal International, 
trinity Yachts, Vt Halter Marine, and WESCo. AIDt and the 
Alabama technology Network were also instrumental in 
the creation of this program. Funding was provided by the 
Alabama technology Network (AtN) through a federal grant 
from the Department of Commerce supporting economic 
growth and redevelopment after Hurricane katrina. the 
Shipfitter Boot Camp is comprehensive in nature. Pre-
qualification activities include drug testing, Workkeys 
assessments, industry presentations, shipyard tours, 
and interviews to ensure that all participants are capable 
of meeting industry requirements. training components 
include all core shipfitting components. this training meets 
a critical demand of the region’s maritime businesses, 
including those on the SAWDC Maritime Workforce 
Partnership.

Maritime Summary: SAWDC’s work with the maritime 
industry has been one of the key components of its 
National Fund work and also critical in its development into 
a regional leadership role in workforce development. three 
critical themes emerge from the preceding discussion of 
SAWDC’s maritime industry work: the role of partnerships, 
finding complementary activities to existing training, and 
the ability to meet industry needs. the Maritime Workforce 
Partnership served the greatest number of participants of 
all of the SAWDC workforce partnerships.

SAWDC operates all of its programs through partnerships. 
the organization has demonstrated commitment to act 
in a fiscally prudent manner and to avoid duplication of 
services at all costs. In the case of the maritime industry, 
SAWDC was able to find two strong partners that already 
were working in the industry and had resources committed 
to their work. SAWDC identified complimentary activities 
such as job coaching and managing program participants 
to work that added value to the existing training and helped 
better meet industry needs. SAWDC’s alignment with 
existing programs serving the maritime industry was critical 
to the success of the Maritime Workforce Partnership. the 
level of outcome achieved would not have been possible 
without these partnerships.

An overlooked aspect of SAWDC’s maritime work is its 
contribution to regional economic development. A “back 
of the envelope” calculation of the results of the maritime 
work shows that over $250,000 per week is being paid in 
wages to people who participated in SAWDC’s maritime 
program. the vast majority of these workers live in Region 
9 and most in Mobile and Baldwin counties. this influx 
of wages for the most part stays in the region and results 
in a truly extraordinary economic multiplier effect that 
hits many other industries in the region. the impact that 
SAWDC and its industry and state partners are achieving 
should be more highly publicized. Workforce development 
is truly economic development!

Health Care

over the past four years, SAWDC has coordinated several 
healthcare pieces of work. SAWDC is rare among National 
Fund sites in not initially prioritizing health care as a 
sector of focus. By focusing on other industries first, 
SAWDC avoided the challenges that many sites faced in 
working with health care including low wages, difficulties 
in promoting incumbent workers, and massive regulatory 
hurdles that health care workforce development programs 
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often face. When SAWDC began its work in healthcare, 
it partnered with two organizations: the Bay Area Health 
Care Coalition and the southwest division of the Alabama 
Hospital Association.

Bay Area Healthcare Coalition: the Bay Area Healthcare 
Coalition (BAHC) is a group of leading hospitals, clinics, 
healthcare providers, community colleges, private training 
providers and universities in the region. BAHC shared with 
SAWDC a focus on low skilled incumbent workers and 
providing them with training leading to wage increases 
and career advancement. the primary attention has been 
centered on nursing assistants. 

the initial work of the SAWDC-BAHC partnership was the 
development of a Certified Nursing Assistant Pilot Program. 
For many BAHC businesses, their nursing assistants were 
not CNAs. Industry-wide in the region, individuals hired 
into nursing assistant positions, as an employer practice, 
were not required to be certified. Businesses found that 
the quality of the candidate varied for those who were 
certified depending on the training provider and that those 
same individuals lacked experience in acute care settings 
largely due to the fact that clinical hours were typically 
spent in long term care facilities.  In addition, businesses 
relayed that the nursing assistant position experiences 
high turnover industry wide – as high as 100% annually in 
some cases.  

the Certified Nursing Assistant Pilot Program was designed 
and kicked off in May 2012 – hosted by Mobile Infirmary 
Medical Center with training provided by Bishop State 
Community College. the curriculum adhered to the federal 
and state requirements to earn certification and added 

specialized training in acute care settings. SAWDC began 
this work with a $20,000 grant to Bishop State in 2011. In 
2012, the Alabama Workforce training Council awarded 
Faulkner State Community College in partnership with 
Bishop State Community College an additional $74,800 
to expand the program to BAHC members in both Mobile 
and Baldwin counties. the program continued through 
September, 2013.

From May 2012 to September 2013, SAWDC coordinated 
eight sessions of the Certified Nursing Assistant Pilot 
Program, resulting in 99 incumbent workers upgrading 
their skills in acute care, 37 incumbent workers receiving 
their CNA certification, and all advancing in their careers 
with an hourly wage increase of $0.50 or 5%. twelve-month 
retention was 93%. 

In the fourth quarter of 2013, SAWDC, in partnership with the 
southwest division of the Alabama Hospital Association, 
formed the Rural Healthcare Cluster. this cluster included 
seven businesses representing three rural counties in the 
SAWDC region, Bishop State Community College, and the 
Alabama Career Center. the key employer for this cluster 
was Washington County Hospital and Nursing Home. the 
objective of the Rural Healthcare Cluster training program 
was to export the successful CNA training program to rural 
communities and hard-to-reach populations. the rural CNA 
training program was held on-site at the Washington County 
Hospital and Nursing Home in Chatom, Alabama. SAWDC 
provided project coordination services and, in partnership 
with the Alabama Career Center – Jackson, provided all 
pre-screening services for twenty-eight candidates for the 
employer-driven rural CNA program, which was born out of 
the Rural Healthcare Cluster established in December 2013 
in an effort to make training accessible to hard-to-reach 
populations. SAWDC additionally coordinated interviews 
of these candidates with the three businesses committed 
to hiring upon successful completion. Businesses selected 
fifteen candidates and the eight week training program 
began in March 2014. 

SAWDC, in partnership 
with Reid State technical 
College and Alabama 
Career Center, coordinated 
two CNA training programs 
for the Rural Healthcare 
Cluster - East, which is 
made up of businesses in 
Monroe, Escambia, and 
Conecuh counties. Both 
training programs, which 
were held at employer 
facilities in Brewton and 

                   FIgURE 4: SAWDC  HEALTHCARE
                                       PARTNERSHIP EMPLoyERS
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Monroeville, kicked off in mid-July and ended in mid-
September.  A total of thirty (30) candidates began the 
program with twenty-six (26) completing the classroom 
and clinical training.  twenty-one (21) of the twenty-six 
(26) successfully received their certification. the other 
participants did not choose to sit for their certification 
exams and their businesses were satisfied with the 
additional skills they had gained.

Healthcare Workforce Partnerships Summary: SAWDC’s 
healthcare workforce partnerships proceeded quite 
differently than their partnerships in other industries, but 
there were similarities as well. one of the key similarities 
was SAWDC’s practice of working through existing 
partnerships. Both the Bay Area Healthcare Coalition and 
the southwest division of the Alabama Hospital Association 
were existing entities that SAWDC built its partnerships on. 
SAWDC also partnered formally for the first time with the 
public workforce investment (WIA) system. this is work that 
could be built upon.

A difference in the Healthcare partnership work was that 
SAWDC for the first time, paid for training. the initial 
amount was quite low and SAWDC built on this work by 
jointly seeking state funding with its key partners. this is 
also a model that SAWDC may want to consider building on 
in the future.

the Healthcare workforce partnerships also represented 
SAWDC’s first National Fund work in the rural components 
of its region. this decision was based on industry demand, 
following SAWDC’s usual practice. this training also was 
provided on-site at key businesses in the region. these 
locations benefited both industry and jobseekers and 
incumbent workers.

the Healthcare workforce partnership also demonstrated 
several challenges. Even though wages were relatively 
low and employer demand was high, getting businesses 
to commit to wage increases or promotions for incumbent 
workers was difficult. Increasing wages available to all 
workers was also a challenge. Even through there is 
substantial interest in the healthcare industry on the part 
of jobseekers, it is difficult to justify the commitment of 
external workforce funding to the region’s healthcare 
industry if businesses cannot provide competitive wages. 
Commitment to hire successful program completers was 
also a challenge.

Industrial Construction and Manufacturing -
Central gulf Industrial Alliance

the Central Gulf Industrial Alliance (CGIA) is an independent 
association of industrial businesses from across the gulf 
region of Florida, Alabama, and Mississippi. CGIA is a 
non-profit membership organization with a mission to 
improve industry performance by developing, sharing, 
and promoting best practices in the areas of workforce 
development, work safety, quality, and productivity. 

SAWDC’s partnership with CGIA is longstanding. the 
initial partnership work began in 2011. the first work 
project CGIA and SAWDC embarked on was the creation 
of a CGIA Workforce Development committee with a 
mission to develop and implement a systematic and 
comprehensive program to recruit and train new entry level 
craft professionals and to upgrade the skills of current 
craft professionals in the region. this effort continues to 
be implemented and expanded on to this day. SAWDC 
and CGIA also partnered on a welding training program to 
address one of the critical needs of industry. these efforts 
and their results are detailed below.

CGIA’s first and primary work with SAWDC was the CGIA 
Industrial trades training Program Review or the CGIA 
endorsement program as it is more commonly known. the 
endorsement program was designed with several purposes 
in mind: 

• to provide an indication to industry of which programs 
were determined, by industry, to meet industry 
requirements;

• to help training programs understand industry 
standards and ensure that their programs meet those 
standards;

• to allow training providers to market their programs 
that were determined to meet industry needs; and

• to give participants in endorsed programs a leg up into 
the labor market by providing a mechanism by which 

JoBSEEKERS  
Number Served: 118
Number Entering into training: 82 (69%) 
Credentials Earned: 89 
total Employed: 69 (58%)
Average Wage at Employment: $10.27 
Retention at Six Months
after Employment: 92.6%

INCUMBENT WoRKERS
Number served: 99
Credentials Earned: 37
Average Wage Increase: $0.51/hour (4.6%)
Retention at Six Months
after Program: 98%

FIgURE 5: SAWDC HEALTHCARE WoRKFoRCE 
PARTNERSHIP RESULTS
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 they could show that they had been trained to industry 
standards.

the endorsement review process evaluates training 
providers and their programs across six elements:  

 1.) Staffing
 2.) training Facilities and the Learning Environment
 3.) training Course Materials and Content
 4.) Safety and Housekeeping
 5.) Employer Engagement
 6.) training and overall Program Evaluation

Upon completing the endorsement review process, 
a provider may receive a gold, silver, or bronze level 
endorsement from CGIA. All gold level endorsements are 
recognized by CGIA members as preferred training providers. 
CGIA and SAWDC conducted a pilot test of the review on 
Reid State Community College in 2012. the endorsement 
program was formally rolled out in 2013. to date, seven 
programs have undergone the industry program reviews, 
which included on-site reviews and employer surveys. two 
programs received endorsement - one at a bronze level 
and the other a silver level. CGIA employer members are 
working with the remaining five programs to bring each up 
to industry standards.    

SAWDC and CGIA also partnered on a worker training 
program. the CGIA Welding training Program is a 
partnership with CGIA, SAWDC, the Alabama Career Center 
– Mobile, Bishop State Community College, Alabama 
Industrial Development training (AIDt), and the town of 
Mount Vernon, Alabama. the goal of the CGIA Welding 
training Program, which began in July 2013, was to 
develop and implement a systematic and comprehensive 
program to recruit, train, and manage new entry level 
craft professionals for employment by the industrial 
construction and manufacturing businesses of CGIA. this 
program was designed by CGIA businesses. the training 
adhered to the NCCER (formerly known as National Center 

for Construction Education and Research) curriculum. All 
participants were guaranteed employment by one of CGIA 
employer members upon successful completion of the 
program. SAWDC provided project coordination and case 
management services for the initiative.  

the training was provided utilizing a mobile training unit 
equipped with welding booths provided by AIDt. the 
program was six-month in duration and was held in the 
rural community of Mount Vernon.  there were a total of 21 
participants in the first cycle. Military veterans, dislocated 
workers, and residents of Mount Vernon, Alabama were 
given selection priority. the pilot program was highly 
successful. Seventeen of twenty-one total candidates 
successfully completed the program. two of the four that 
did not complete the program were employed by targeted 
industry businesses prior to completing the program.  

the final program component of the SAWDC-CGIA 
partnership was SAWDC’s direct services provided to 
students in CGIA-endorsed programs. In late 2014, SAWDC 
began providing case management services to thirty-
seven students currently enrolled in training programs 
at Jefferson Davis Community College - one of two CGIA 
endorsed programs. In early 2015, this number expanded 
to 57 students with the addition of the CGIA-endorsed 
program at Reid State Community College. 

Arkema
AM/NS Calvert

Austal USA
Chevron

Evonik Industries 
Ingalls Shipbuilding    
Southern Company

SSAB    
Taminco/Eastman

CB&I
Jacobs Development 

Kellogg, Brown, & Root
Performance Contractors

FIgURE 6: CgIA PARTNERSHIP EMPLoyERS

JoBSEEKERS  
Number Served: 121
Number Entering into training: 91 (75%) 
Credentials Earned: 36 
total Employed: 33 (27%)
Average Wage at Employment: $15.27 
Retention at Six Months
after Employment: 76.7%

FIgURE 7: SAWDC INDUSTRIAL CoNSTRUCTIoN  
 AND MANUFACTURINg WoRKFoRCE
 PARTNERSHIP RESULTS
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In April, 2015, SAWDC and CGIA partnered to create the 
Region 9 Welding and Industrial Maintenance Advisory 
Council. the creation of the advisory council was born 
out of the CGIA endorsement program where many of the 
community colleges requested industry participation in 
their advisory committees. the creation of the advisory 
council allows industry to work with each of the community 
colleges in one setting and provide a consistent message 
from college to college for CGIA programs. Initial community 
college participants include representatives from Bishop 
State Community College, Faulkner State Community 
College, Jefferson Davis Community College, Reid State 
technical College, Alabama technology Network, and the 
Alabama Department of Postsecondary Education.   

CgIA Partnership Summary: SAWDC’s partnership 
with CGIA is quite different from its other workforce 
partnerships. this partnership was primarily focused on 
capacity building and systems change. the endorsement 
program, in particular, helped and will continue to help 
strengthen the capacity of regional community colleges 
and training providers to best meet industry needs in crafts 
training areas. this, in turn, will strengthen the capacity 
of these organizations to attract funding and students. 
Most importantly, students will benefit from improved 
access to employment opportunities having been trained 
to recognized industry standards and industry will have 
access to a pool of more highly trained students.

Despite this difference, several of SAWDC’s critical ways 
of working remained in place. the CGIA partnership 
was created based on an existing organization with a 
complimentary mission. In this way, SAWDC has respected 
the time commitment of industry partners. the partnership 
also leveraged existing resources such as the NCCER 
curriculum, the AIDt mobile training units, and existing 
community college training programs. By leveraging these 
resources, SAWDC was able to achieve a multiplier effect on 
its investment in the workforce development ecosystem. 

Aviation and Aerospace

the Aviation and Aerospace workforce partnership is the 
most recent partnership SAWDC has developed. In early 
2013, SAWDC partnered with the Alabama Aviation Center 
of Mobile to begin aviation workforce partnership work. 
Initial partners in this effort included include Airbus, Vt 
Mobile Aerospace Engineering (Vt MAE), UtC Aerospace 
Systems, Segers Aero Corporation, Continental Motors, 
and the Mobile Airport Authority.

the location of Airbus’ $600 million final assembly line on 
a 116-acre site at Brookley Aeroplex was the driving force for 
the creation of the Aviation Workforce Partnership. Airbus 
expects to employ 1,000 people when the plant reaches 

full production, representing a significant addition of 
employment to the region. However, it is important to note 
that aviation was a part of the regional ecosystem before 
Airbus made the decision to locate its final assembly line 
in the region. 

the location of Airbus to the region presented both an 
opportunity and a challenge to the region’s workforce 
development system. the opportunities were obvious: 
creation of more skilled jobs in aviation at Airbus and 
its suppliers and long-term addition of employment 
opportunities to the region. the challenges come in three 
main areas:

• the needs of Airbus: the workforce needs of Airbus 
are a large employment pull on the region’s workforce. 
the skills and education requirements for the Airbus 
positions are also quite significant compared to the 
overall profile of the region’s available workforce. this 
demand is likely to continue to increase from 2013 to 
2018;

• the demands of existing aviation industry: the skilled 
workforce in existing industry was part of the obvious 
recruitment pool for the initial Airbus hiring. this put 
existing firms under pressure and increased their 
demand on the regional workforce system in ways that 
had not been seen before. there was a strong demand 
to increase the skills of the existing entry-level aviation 
workforce to the point where these workers could 
succeed in higher level middle-skill jobs; and

• the anticipated demands of new aviation companies: 
Based on Alabama’s experience with the automotive 
industry, the region anticipated that creation of 
the Airbus facility was likely to incentivize supplier 
companies to locate to the region. this would create 
additional demand for large numbers of skilled workers 
in a labor market that is already struggling to produce 
the middle skill workers that all manufacturers in the 
region require.
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SAWDC implemented its initial work with the aviation 
industry based on industry demand. Because Airbus 
conducted its own initial training for its first regional 
hires, SAWDC focused on the demands of existing 
aviation companies. this work came in two forms: case 
management and coaching and partnering to create pilot 
training programs for incumbent workers. 

Building on its successful Maritime model, SAWDC 
assigned a case manager to the cluster to manage 
qualified candidates into career opportunities with 
aviation businesses in the partnership. the case manager 
also worked one-on-one with companies to identify their 
needs and develop plans to meet them. 

the pilot program development focused on two areas: 
project management and leadership development and 
composites training. Vt MAE was the key industry leader in 
the development and implementation of these programs. 

the project management/leadership training program 
was created to support the career advancement of hourly 
employees into supervisory positions. the training was 
offered by Alabama technology Network, a division of 
the community college system specifically focused on 
training for existing business and industry. the Project 
Management and Leadership training program for twelve 
incumbent workers commenced on August 13, 2014 and 
was completed on September 29, 2014. Following the 
completion of a third phase (continuous improvement) of 
the training, which commenced in october, all incumbent 
workers are on a path to receive a minimum of a 5%  
wage increase. 

the composites training was developed by the Alabama 
Aviation Center and included modules for basic and 
advanced composites training. the initial composites 
programs were begun in September 2013 and completed 
by in the first quarter of 2014. twelve participants began 
and all successfully completed the training. this was a 
very successful test of the model and was aligned with and 
appreciated by industry leaders in the partnership.

to date, the aviation incumbent worker training efforts 
have served 24 people. their average wage at entry into 
training was $21.51, and their average wage post-training 
as of December 2015 was $23.70, a 10.2% wage increase. 
there was a 96% 12 month retention. this wage increase is 
substantial and one of the highest increases for incumbent 
worker training in the National Fund program. 

Aviation Summary: the development of the Aviation and 
Aerospace Workforce Partnership demonstrated SAWDC’s 
capability of rapidly responding to new and emerging 
industries in the region. While there had been an aviation 
industry previously, the announced arrival of Airbus pushed 
things into a much higher gear. SAWDC’s model was able 
to withstand the stress of this change and begin to meet 
emerging industry needs rapidly. the strength of SAWDC’s 
partnerships, the organization’s industry leadership, and 
the efficacy of the case management/coaching model all 
were demonstrated in the organization’s response to the 
rise of the aviation and aerospace cluster in the region.

the aviation industry work is emerging as a new model 
of work. While there are several larger firms in the region, 
led by Airbus, it seems likely that the majority of SAWDC 
requests from industry will come from suppliers. these 
small and medium sized firms will be essential to the 
long term success of the aviation industry in the region. 
Workforce issues will be critical to the success of these 
companies, particularly in a region such as southwest 
Alabama that has little slack in its labor market. these 
companies are likely to drive demand for middle skill 
jobs. SAWDC and its partners will need to be flexible and 
respond rapidly to meet these needs.

Finally, SAWDC’s aviation work represents its deepest 
dive into incumbent worker training. the program’s 
initial emphasis on training and recruitment of the 
unemployed responded to the volume of job vacancies. 
However, as the job vacancy emphasis shifts from entry-
level to middle skilled jobs and the pool of unemployed 
who would be eligible for employment in the industry 
shrinks, an emphasis on incumbent worker training 
should be emphasized. Businesses such as Vt MAE have 
demonstrated that industry has the commitment to train 
their workers for advancement and reward them when they 
succeed. SAWDC has demonstrated that incumbent worker 
training has been successful in addressing the National 
Fund’s dual-customer approach and is likely to do more 
incumbent worker training in the future.

FIgURE 8: SAWDC  AvIATIoN AND AERoSPACE
    PARTNERSHIP EMPLoyERS

VT Mobile Aerospace Engineering
UTC Aerospace Systems

Airbus Americas
Segers Aero Corporation

AMRO
Continental Motors

Star Aviation
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SAWDC has achieved on its goals at a very high level 
over the past four years. SAWDC has been recognized by 
the National Fund for Workforce Solutions at the national 
level and by the state of Alabama at the state level as a 
high performing intermediary organization. As SAWDC’s 
National Fund funding is coming to an end, it is a good 
time to identify lessons that can be learned from the past 
four years of work. these lessons can be useful for other 
workforce intermediaries as they attempt to replicate and 
expand on this work.

Industry Leadership is the Key
to SAWDC’s Success

SAWDC is an industry-led organization. Both the Board of 
Directors and the industry partnerships are 100% business 
and industry led. Business and industry leadership has 
provided SAWDC with several advantages:

• Business and industry leadership ensured that 
programs supported by the organization were on target 
to meeting industry needs. SAWDC demonstrated strong 
success in placement of graduates of the programs it 
operated or partnered with. this success was directly 
tied to the close integration of business and industry 
throughout the development and implementation of 
these programs.

• Business and industry leadership forced a sense 
of business discipline on the organization. this 
commitment to regularly measuring and reporting on 
its metrics and continuous improvement contributed 
strongly to SAWDC’s success.

• Business and industry leadership helped SAWDC to 
grow. Business leaders involved in the organization 
and achieving business results as a result of their 
involvement make the best salespeople and advocates 
for an organization. key SAWDC leadership helped to 
bring in additional business participation and increasing 
recognition at the state level of the effectiveness of the 
SAWDC model.

Industry-led Workforce Partnerships
are Incredibly Effective and Needed

the central focus of SAWDC’s work has been conducted 
through workforce partnerships. these partnerships 
are based on the National Fund model for workforce 
partnerships. National Fund workforce partnerships have 
two core elements:  All training programs are designed in 
close collaboration with businesses and the focus is not 

just on preparing jobseekers and entry-level employees for 
work, but for careers. Successful workforce partnerships 
are results-driven, entrepreneurial, and worthy of trust 
from both businesses and workers.4  SAWDC’s workforce 
partnerships, also referred to locally as clusters, are 
exemplars of this model.

the effect of industry led workforce partnerships has been 
demonstrated through:

• targeting of training to the most critical human 
resources needs of the critical companies in the region. 
For example, the specific targeting of welding training to 
meet the needs of the maritime manufacturing sector.

• the ability to influence training and modify programs so 
that they better meet the needs of industry.

• Development and implementation of the program 
evaluation tool and endorsement program, in 
partnership with the Central Gulf Industrial Alliance.

Industry partnerships have been and continue to be 
needed in the region to drive change and ensure that all 
workforce efforts are aligned with industry needs.

The Dual Customer Approach Best Meets
Industry and Community Needs

A focus of the National Fund work is the dual customer 
approach. the dual customer approach requires training to 
focus on the needs of both businesses and job seekers. this 
approach ensures that public, private, and philanthropic 
investments result in meeting workforce and economic 
development goals. this is particularly important in an 
area with low unemployment rates, which is the case in the 
Southwest Alabama region. SAWDC has been one of the 
national leaders in implementing this approach.

Meeting job seeker goals can include any of the following:

• training resulting in jobs that pay wages and offer 
benefits that are higher than the average for the region.

• Job seekers become connected to career advancement 
opportunities that offer increasingly higher wages and 
better benefits over defined periods of time.

• Job seekers become connected to job opportunities 
with benefits such as health care, childcare, and  
transportation assistance that many low-wage jobs do 
not offer even if they are full-time.

Lessons Learned

4 See National Fund for Workforce Solutions: What are Industry Partnerships http://www.National Fundolutions.org/industry-partnerships 
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SAWDC’s industry partnership training has resulted in 
hiring workers at some of the highest wage and benefit 
levels in the entire National Fund universe. At the same 
time, businesses are hiring based on their business 
needs and not driven by philanthropy.  this increases the 
sustainability of individual hires and of the programs that 
SAWDC supports.

Partnerships Are Key to SAWDC Success

SAWDC is a relatively small organization in terms of staffing 
and budget. At its size four years ago, even with funding 
from the National Fund for Workforce Solutions, it would 
have been impossible for SAWDC to implement a high 
volume of programs on its own. the SAWDC method of 
meeting its goals has been to act through partnerships. 
SAWDC has partnered with AIDt, the Central Gulf Industrial 
Alliance, the Bay Area Health Care Coalition, as well as with 
numerous individual organizations. 

SAWDC has worked through partnerships in two important 
ways. First, SAWDC has built on existing training programs 
and only acted to fill in gaps that were not being met by 
existing resources. the partnership with the AIDt Maritime 
training Center is an excellent example. Since the direct 
training was already being supported by the state, SAWDC 
took on the role of helping connect people who were 
receiving training to businesses. this “coaching people to 
work” model has been very successful for both industry and 
workers. Second, SAWDC has utilized existing industry led 
organizations rather than developing another partnership. 
this holds the number of meetings the region is asking 
businesses to attend to a minimum and appropriately 
valuing their time.  

SAWDC Uses an Effective Data-driven
Decision Making Process 

SAWDC has developed a data-driven decision-making 
process that is includes the development of appropriate 
goals and targets, followed by rigorous evaluation and 
measurement. By being driven by data, SAWDC is able to 
focus both its own efforts and those of its partners on the 
correct metrics. SAWDC metrics include job placements, 
average wages, and retention of participants in training 
programs. the discipline of the data-driven process 
provides an objective focus for decision making so that 
the organization makes decisions with less bias. SAWDC 
also uses its decision making process to hold itself and its 
partners accountable for achieving success aligned with 
industry needs and with original program goals.

the data that SAWDC uses in its decision making process 
are also effective in SAWDC’s communication strategy. this 
strategy is necessary to provide information to state and 
local officials, funders, and industry partners on SAWDC’s 
results and its success in meeting industry needs.

Maintaining Flexibility is Critical

SAWDC has been a nimble organization, able to respond 
quickly to changing industry needs. this flexibility 
has allowed SAWDC to quickly develop new industry 
partnerships, to move on from industry partnerships that 
were not working well, and to deploy staff as needed to 
address changing workloads. Having a combination of 
committed and flexible funding was critical to achieving 
success. Maintaining flexibility through such funding is a 
critical recommendation for SAWDC going forward.
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Expand and Enhance Industry
Partnership Work

What is working for SAWDC begins with the industry 
partnership work. Industry leaders were consistently 
supportive of SAWDC’s work and cited many examples of 
how this work supported specific companies and regional 
growth clusters. that said, there is still more work that 
could be done, including: 

> Exploring new industries to partner with 

Industries are growing and expanding all of the time. 
SAWDC should commit to work with these new and 
emerging industries and developing formal partnerships 
for industries that merit such consideration. the recent 
work that has been conducted with the chemical 
manufacturing industry is an example of such work that 
could be replicated. 

the development of new industry partnerships raises the 
issue of organizational capacity and funding. the SAWDC 
Board of Directors should approve criteria for which 
industries should be selected for industry partnership 
development and other services. As new partnerships are 
developed, the Board needs to ensure that appropriate 
budgets for staffing resources and infrastructure are in 
place to support the new partnerships. Some of these 
may require raising new dollars. others may be done in 
partnership with other organizations such as the Mobile 
Area Chamber of Commerce and Advancing Southwest 
Alabama. 

> go deeper in existing industries such as aviation

the aviation industry is set for rapid expansion. the 
development of Airbus in Mobile has provided the impetus 
for much of this growth, but it is also important to remember 
that there are aviation manufacturing companies in Mobile 
that predate Airbus. As the aviation industry’s major 
businesses grow, there will be additional opportunity for 
SAWDC and its partners to develop programs to meet their 
training needs.

the most important future opportunity for the aviation 
industry will come in the form of the aviation suppliers. As 
Airbus begins to manufacture, a large number of suppliers 
are expected to locate in the Mobile region and they will 
bring substantial employment and training needs to 
the region. the region is already facing serious human 
resources challenges. SAWDC will be in a good position to 
address these needs.

> Merge the systems change and capacity building 
components of SAWDC’s work with the industry 
partnership work

SAWDC has made great progress in carrying out systems 
change and capacity building at the state and regional 
levels through helping other Workforce Development 
Councils develop and supporting members of the 
Alabama Workforce Council in their work. Much of this 
work has focused on the structural development of these 
organizations. the logical next step is enhancing the 
connections between these organizations and the needs 
of local industry and companies. For example, despite all 
of the work of these councils, there are large companies 
in Mobile that still have more than 500 current openings. 
SAWDC should work to “connect the dots” between state 
policies and structures and the needs of regional industries 
and companies. Massive company recruitment efforts will 
only be successful for Alabama in the long term when all 
companies—new and existing, small and large—are able to 
get the skilled workers they require in a reasonable time.

SAWDC should also align its industry partnership work 
with its role in evaluating and recommending community 
college workforce development proposals. SAWDC should 
require all community college proposals to be aligned with 
its critical industries and occupations and to focus on 
industry requirements.

Reinvigorate the Health Care Workforce
Partnership with a Focus on Middle-Skill Jobs

the Health Care workforce partnership was active in the 
initial period of SAWDC’s National Fund grant, but has 
lapsed recently. Much of SAWDC’s work in the health 
care industry has been focused on CNAs and other entry-
level positions. these positions are in demand by many 
health care businesses. However, the wages and training 
requirements are generally quite low. 

SAWDC should partner with health care businesses, 
particularly hospitals and others that offer strong wages, 
to develop plans to address the coming middle skills gap 
for health care. While changes in the economy have made 
people more likely to stay in the stable employment that 
health care offers, many of these baby boomers will retire, 
and it is not clear that there are adequate plans in place 
to fill these jobs. Potential roles for SAWDC to fill in this 
industry could include:

• Disseminating research and information on the 
upcoming availability of these jobs in the region and 
the requirements for these jobs;

Recommendations
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• Working with the region’s community colleges and other 
education partners to ensure that training remains 
available and aligned with industry requirements 
in critical occupations such as Nursing, Medical 
Assistants, and the various technician positions; and  

• Ensuring that training remains available at the level that 
industry requires in all key occupations.

Identify Ways to Partner with the Public
Workforce Investment System

Many of the challenges faced by SAWDC have dedicated 
resource streams in the public workforce investment 
system. the public workforce investment system certainly 
faces its own funding challenges, but it does have a 
dedicated annual funding stream to support key staffing 
positions and organizational infrastructure. the public 
workforce investment system also has a dedicated service 
delivery arm and partnerships codified in policy with 
tANF, Public Housing, Disability Services, and other state 
and federal agencies. these items have the potential to 
support a high-functioning workforce development system 
in Region 9 and across the state of Alabama.

SAWDC has many elements in place that can enhance the 
region’s workforce investment system. SAWDC already has 
the high quality industry leaders on its Board of Directors 
that the public workforce investment system struggles to 
recruit. SAWDC also has outstanding industry partnerships 
that the public workforce investment system, under the 
new Workforce Innovation and opportunity Act (WIoA), 
is required to have. Partnering would allow the industry 
groups to meet efficiently, rather than facing the situation 
of having business leaders being recruited to sit on multiple 
workforce development system boards. 

It is beyond the scope of this analysis to recommend 
the specific form that SAWDC partnerships with the 
public workforce investment systems should take. Some 
possibilities include:

• SAWDC and the public workforce investment system 
serving the region could develop a Memorandum of 
Agreement which would allow the public workforce 
investment system to utilize SAWDC’s industry 
partnerships to meet WIoA requirements. this would 
have the benefit of limiting the number of meetings that 
industry leaders are asked to attend and of developing a 
closer partnership between the workforce development 
council and the public workforce investment system.

• SAWDC could provide services to the public workforce 
investment system on a contractual basis. these 
services might include organization and management 
of industry partnerships, leadership or coordination of 
industry outreach, and/or the provision or supervision 
of specific WIoA service elements.

• SAWDC, and potentially other Workforce Development 
Councils in Alabama, could become Workforce 
Development Boards and provide leadership and 
policy oversight to the public workforce system in the 
region. this option would allow workforce development 
councils to receive consistent federal funding for key 
staff positions and infrastructure from federal workforce 
development resources.

Enhance Regional Partnerships between 
Economic Development and Workforce 
Development

the connection between economic development and 
workforce development is very close in regions that are 
economically successful over the long run. Areas where 
economic development and workforce development 
intersect include:

• Recruitment: A critical question businesses ask when 
considering locating in a region is “Can we obtain the 
workforce we need in your region?” SAWDC can help 
address this question and should be included as a 
partner in recruitment efforts.

• Retention: the ability to attract a high quality 
workforce is critical to a business’ decision to remain 
in a particular location. this challenge is particularly 
relevant to Alabama since the state has been so 
successful in attracting businesses that the ability to 
provide a skilled workforce for all of them is in question. 
SAWDC can and does help address this issue but with 
stronger partnerships between workforce and economic 
development, more could be done.

• Innovation: Economic development is increasingly 
focused on innovation and creation of new firms. 
However, firms are unlikely to be successful in the long 
run without a high quality workforce tailored to their 
needs. Workforce development organizations such 
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as SAWDC are critical to the long term success of the 
innovation economy and should be a key partner in 
innovation efforts.

Develop the Capacity to Manage Large 
Funding opportunities

the southwest Alabama region lacks an organization 
with the capacity to both manage large ($1 million plus) 
grants and contract opportunities and deliver workforce 
development partnerships and services.  SAWDC, as a 
workforce intermediary, has the potential to lead efforts to 
bring large workforce development funding opportunities 
to the region. SAWDC has the partnerships with both 
industry and education and training providers that are 
needed to be successful in this area. 

the greatest challenge to meeting this need is one of 
capacity. SAWDC is well positioned to meet these needs 
but must develop the financial, structural, and personnel 
capacity to be competitive before moving forward. 

Continue to Provide Statewide Systems Change 
and Capacity Building Support

SAWDC has provided critical support to statewide capacity 
building efforts that are in the process of promoting 
real change in workforce development in Alabama. 
these efforts include:

• Supporting the growth of other regional collaboratives: 
over the past two years, three other Workforce 
Development Councils have become staffed, developed 
enhanced industry partnerships, and joined the 
National Fund for Workforce Solutions. one more 
is currently in process. Each of these efforts was 
made possible in part with the assistance of SAWDC.  
SAWDC is consulted by workforce development  
councils and other workforce development partners on 
a regular basis.

• Providing information and feedback to the statewide 
process of enhancing the Workforce Development 
Councils.

SAWDC should continue to be an important leader in 
these efforts to enhance Alabama’s efforts to improve the  
ability of its workforce development system to meet 
industry needs.
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SAWDC
Board of Directors
Sandra koblas, Chairman 
Austal USA

George Vann, Vice Chairman
BASF

Bill Hafner, Secretary
VT Mobile Aerospace Engineering

Lee Lawson, treasurer
Baldwin County Economic Development Alliance

David C. Hannan, Legal Counsel
Maynard Cooper & Gale PC

Sam Covert, Past Chairman
Retired Alabama Power

Carolyn Akers
Mobile Area Education Foundation

Chris Comstock
Outokumpu

ketrenia Crenshaw 
Boise Paper

Ronnie Hall 
Georgia Pacific

Frank Jelercic 
Central Gulf Industrial Alliance

John Johnson 
Coastal Gateway Economic Development Alliance

Jennifer ogle 
Airbus

Janice Rehm 
USA Children’s & Women’s

Randy Rogers 
Evonik Industries

Lesleigh Smith 
Performance Contractors

Jill Stork 
Alabama Power

troy Wayman 
Mobile Area Chamber of Commerce

SAWDC
Council Members
Pete Black, Parsons & Whittemore 

ken Corley, Olin Chemical

David Dexter, AM/NS Calvert

Bob Jones, United Bank

Emily Jones, Quincey Compressor

Charlotte kopf, Associated General Contractors

James (tim) Martin, Creek Indian Enterprises

Carol Statter, Infirmary Health System

Green Suttles, Mobile Gas

Jill Vinson, SSAB

Gia Wiggins, BAE Systems



SAWDC
Strategy Map

Mission: To develop strategic partnerships which attract, educate and train students and workers to better meet employer 
needs and foster economic growth in a global marketplace

Customers: Business employers and the communities where they exist

Key business processes:

SW Alabama has a system for workforce development that I have 
access to and advocates for my needs in WFD

Inspire the Supply of
Future Workers

Influence the System of 
Education/Training

Engage
Industry Clusters

Align resources to 
workforce needsEstablish workforce 

partnerships and serve 
their WFD needs

SAWDC Staff, Committees, and Councils

Leverage partnerships to effectively accomplish goals Engage our council and increase participation

There is a large qualified 
candidate pool

Influence policy and 
systems change to support 

regional needs

Funding
Ensure government 

participation
Create business  

participation
Focus grant funding on 

mission-related programs

Create awareness of and 
market career 

opportunities in 
Southwest Alabama

Vision: to develop a comprehensive, integrated workforce development system which creates a skilled, diverse, motivated, 
adaptable workforce that better meets the needs of employers and leads to a better quality of life for our citizens.
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