The future of Oregon: State needs synergy of politics, industry, education 
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Jim Francesconi
By JIM FRANCESCONI 

"Oregon settling in its rut." So declared a recent Oregonian article (July 14) that cited Oregon's persistent unemployment rate at 10.5 percent. Stuck in this rut are 200,000 unemployed Oregonians. Equally alarming is that Oregonians' average annual income has continued to plummet and is approaching 10 percent below the national average. No wonder the state can't support our schools or our most vulnerable residents. 

Oregon needs a game-changing economic strategy. Aligning our community colleges and universities with a state industrial policy built upon Oregon's comparative advantages is that game-changer. 

A coalition of private-sector employers and community college and university leaders is proposing specific steps to revitalize Oregon: 

The Legislature must set performance measures and funding targets for college degrees, especially in critical employment areas such as health care, environmental studies, advanced manufacturing and engineering. In exchange, the Legislature must free the universities from their status as a state agency and allow them to become more entrepreneurial in meeting specific state goals. 

The Legislature should fund enrollment growth for Oregon residents at Oregon's community colleges, universities and Oregon Health & Science University. Oregon's 25- to 34-year-olds have one of the lowest percentages (35 percent) of attaining associate or bachelor's degrees in the country. This is the first time in Oregon's history that the next generation of Oregonians is less well-educated than their parents. 

A new structure for the universities and more resources for Oregon residents to attend our community colleges are essential but not sufficient to pull Oregon out of its rut, and to reverse the continuing income decline of our families. We must also align training opportunities and curriculum in our colleges and universities with specific industry sectors where Oregon has a competitive advantage: 

Sustainable energy -- Portland is now the North American headquarters of Vestas, the wind turbine manufacturer; will soon have a world-class Oregon Sustainability Center; and is poised to lead the electric car revolution. Oregon is also blessed to have industry leaders such as Intel, Hewlett-Packard, SolarWorld, Tektronix, Jeld-Wen and Timbercon, who have pledged to raise $12 million to support Oregon university research in new technologies in energy conservation, electrical energy generation, intelligent energy management and green materials chemistry. The Legislature should match this amount. 

Medical and life sciences -- The world-renowned scientists at Oregon Health & Science University are leading the fight to cure cancer and to create life-saving and enhancing biomedical devices. OHSU has been more successful than ever in securing federal research dollars to cure disease. A new Life Sciences Collaborative Complex will soon be built at South Waterfront that will allow OHSU to attract more scientists and to expand medical education. Oregon State University's pharmacy school and Portland State University's chemistry and biology departments will also be located at South Waterfront in an unprecedented research collaboration of our universities. The Legislature should join with OTRADI (the Oregon Translational Research & Drug Development Institute), the city of Portland, the Oregon Bioscience Association and private sector venture capitalists that will help us attract more scientists, and create more Oregon companies that will employ Oregonians. 

Advanced metals and manufacturing -- Oregon is fortunate to have globally competitive manufacturing companies and a higher concentration of manufacturing jobs than the national average. PCC Structurals, ESCO, Boeing and others have partnered with Oregon universities and Washington State University Vancouver to support their applied research needs. 

Products design -- Oregon has world-class design firms such as Nike, Columbia Sportswear, Ziba Design and others. These employers have joined with the University of Oregon, PSU, OSU, Oregon Institute of Technology, Pacific Northwest College of Art, University of Portland and Marylhurst University to create a products design initiative that fuels originality in architecture, interior design and art, and will support the active-wear and outdoors industry. 

By freeing our universities to be more entrepreneurial, by providing resources to our community colleges, universities and OHSU to support Oregon residents, and by targeted investments in industry sectors where Oregon has a competitive advantage, we can lift Oregon workers out of the rut and provide hope to the next generation of Oregonians. 

Jim Francesconi, a Portland attorney, is vice president of the Oregon State Board of Higher Education. 

 
