Update on Skagit County’s Marine Technology Skills Center 

The following communiqué is designed to provide background information and current updates around plans for a Marine Technology Skills Center or Maritime Center.  The MTSC will be a satellite campus to the Skagit Valley Skills Center which will be housed on the Skagit Valley College campus.  

Definition of a Washington State Skill Center

A vocational-technical skills center is a regional educational and training partnership that serves multiple school districts, is operated by a local host school district, and has an identifiable core facility. A skills center is governed by an administrative council of the superintendents from member districts in accordance with a cooperative agreement and pursuant to laws, rules and regulations pertaining to the maintenance, operations, and capital funding of these secondary vocational-technical programs. The Skagit Skills Center will have an administrative council including superintendents of all member districts. The skills center will provide specialized vocational-technical programs that are cost or enrollment prohibitive for individual schools and/or districts in the service area to offer. 

Why the Need for a Marine Technology Skills Center?

There is a clear and well documented need for certified, highly skilled maritime-industry workers to support growing northwest marine industries’ labor force needs.  A functioning MSC would:
· Provide a pipeline of local students wishing to enter a thriving local trade.

· Complete the Anacortes “Marine Cluster” by providing an educational component.

· Support local industry with a steady stream of skilled trades people.
· Supplement the marine trades with valuable Research & Development, keeping local and regional businesses competitive.
History and Progress 

In the spring of 2005 the Skagit County superintendents, county business and economic leaders met with Representative Dave Quall to discuss the need for a skills center in the county.  Early discussions identified the need in the county and region for skilled marine technology workers to support a growing maritime industry.   In addition, Skagit Valley College had begun searching for possible sites to move their Oak Harbor Marine Technology Center to Skagit County and/or Fidalgo Island.  
Over the next year Representative Quall, county school administrators, school staff, along with business and community leaders studied and visited various skills centers throughout the state.

In 2006, thanks to the support of Representative Quall and northwest legislative members, and with the leadership of Dr. Tim Bruce, Superintendent of La Conner School District and support of the county school districts, a Washington State Legislative Grant was awarded to conduct a feasibility study for a possible skills center.  The study included educational specification concepts, components and programs to be included in the proposed skills center along with the estimated costs for construction and program implementation. During this time period further studies and visits to regional skills centers were conducted by school board members, county and city officials, as well as industry leaders.    

Early on, discussions focused on the opportunity for partnering with Skagit Valley College towards the development of seamless and integrated career/technology programs.  A decision was made to house the main campus of the Skagit Skills Center at Skagit Valley College, with a satellite Marine Technology Skills Center in Skagit County, preferably on Fidalgo Island near water access and maritime industries.

Discussions were then held with Port of Anacortes and City of Anacortes officials on the concept of the Marine Technology Skills Center and the need for property near water and with access to maritime industry.  All parties agreed to help in the search for possible sites for the Marine Technology Skills Center on Fidalgo Island.

For the next ten months many discussions were held with school staff and administrators, business leaders, etc.  In addition, surveys were conducted with career technology staff, parents, students, county business and community members, etc. This information was used to assist with program selection and in the development of facility needs.  

Over the next year, the studies and feedback from the marine industry was overwhelmingly supportive in the need for a marine skills center.  Several other discussions were held with the City of Anacortes and Port officials, Western Washington University representatives, marine industry leaders, maritime clubs, local organizations and service groups regarding possible partnerships and programs to be housed or supported out of the Marine Technology Skills Center.  Discussions again emphasized the need for the Marine Technology Skills Center to ideally be located near water access and maritime industry. 

During this time period Skagit Valley College marine technology staff and high school marine technology teachers worked with planning project architects in the conceptual development of Marine Technology Skills Center programs and facility needs.  Their draft work along with other Marine Technology Skills Center program educational specifications, were incorporated into the feasibility study.

In the winter of 2007 the Skagit County Technical Skills Center Feasibility Study was approved by the State legislature with an allocation of $24,311,400 for the construction of a Skills Center on Skagit Valley College property.  In addition, approximately $6,600,000 were allocated for the construction of a Marine Technology Skills Center branch to be located on property with water and marine industries access. Skagit Valley College will contribute revenue generated from the sale of their current center on Whidbey Island, equipment, instructional support and long term land acquisition revenue.
Site Selection Criteria

For the last two years Marine Technology Skills Center officials have examined any and all possible sites for the Marine Technology Skills Center.  These sites were examined and screened through several priorities, including but not limited to the following:

· Access to Puget Sound waters

· Access to marine industries

· Student Safety

· Fiscal implications as a construction site

· Fiscal feasibility over the long-term

· Community Visibility

· Access to technical an technology needs

· Possible expansion opportunities

· Possible partnership opportunities (business, college, service and marine organizations)

· Public Transportation

In addition, the planning project architects evaluated each site and provided feedback on the pros and cons of each location and the implications for the Marine Technology Skills Center to be housed on each site with a particular focus on safety, cost implications and other issues.

While many sites have been suggested, to-date only a few sites have been brought forward to Marine Technology Skills Center officials as possible sites. Both the Port of Anacortes and the City of Anacortes have suggested alternatives and the analysis of these properties continues.

In addition, one private property located in the south basin of the Port was brought forward as a possible site.  Obviously, those decisions and discussions are up to the Port of Anacortes.  However, this site was also analyzed according to the criteria stated above and issues were identified that will have to be mitigated in order for this parcel to be used as a potential site.  Other sites have been mentioned in discussions, but to-date no parties owning such properties have stepped forward with proposals to Marine Technology Skills Center planning officials.
While there is no formal sunset established on the grant, the focus of the various discussions has been to have an operational center in place by 2009.  This means that time is of the essence in securing a site and beginning construction.  Delay beyond a January, 2008 selection date jeopardizes both the delivery date and the project budget, due to inflationary cost pressures.
Support and Benefits

Port of Anacortes and City of Anacortes officials have been active supporters since the conceptual idea of a county Marine Technology Skills Center developed over three years ago.  The Marine Technology Skills Center is cited as a preferred alternative in meeting the vision, mission, goals and future plans of the Port of Anacortes/Cap Sante Boat Haven Comprehensive Plan Update. 

In addition, in the recent Northwest Washington Marine Industry Cluster Study Anacortes was identified as the “Hub for the four counties marine industries” and the study supported and demonstrated the need for the Marine Technology Skills Center to be housed in Anacortes or Fidalgo Island near water access and marine industries. 

The Anacortes Marine Trades Association requested that, “for the good of the community and the good of the industry, that port commissioners make suitable land available for this project,” and stated “We need this center in Anacortes.” (http://www.marinecenterofexcellence.com/images/NWMIClusterStudy.pdf)

The benefits of a Marine Technology Skills Center to local marine business industry and to the community of Anacortes are obvious.  From a skilled labor force, to daily revenue flowing into our service industries; the Marine Technology Skills Center brings much added value to Fidalgo Island and Anacortes.

Marine technology officials will continue to examine any and all tangible and feasible facility sites for the Marine Technology Skills Center.  Officials for the Marine Technology Skills Center are currently finishing their analysis of any tangible site proposals and are entering into discussions with the Port of Anacortes around the possible sites they have brought forward to house the center.  

What Programs Will Be Housed at the Marine Technology Skills Center?

The programs housed in the Marine Technology Skills Center will first and foremost serve the workforce needs of the northwest maritime industry.  Marine technology officials, working in conjunction with marine industry leaders, will design programs and classes meeting national industry skill standards and work to address their needs.  Many of these programs will partner with local industry to provide internships and apprenticeships, thus the need for proximity to maritime industry. 

The offerings and programs will need to be flexible to meet emerging marine workforce needs both now and into the future.  While some current and traditional programs such as welding (aluminum and steel), composites, wood, and mechanical courses may be offered, emergent needs in the trades for skilled electrical, technical, CAD and new composite’s workers will also be explored.  Ultimately, the needs in the northwest maritime industry and the national industry will be the driver of programs selected.  For example, there are needs locally for highly skilled composite infusion technology technicians, and on the international level technicians to service ocean going probes are currently in high demand and receiving excellent compensation.  The program may also offer mariner certification programs from deck hand to skipper certification programs.

Marine Technology Skills Center and Skagit Valley College Marine officials are committed to developing programs that produce skilled workers with industry certificated skills to meet the northwest maritime industries workforce needs now and in the future.

Next Steps

1. Secure a site for the Marine Technology Skill Center.

2. Refine, determine and develop a strong partnership with northwest maritime industries to design quality instructional programs meeting industry standards and work force needs.

3. Solidify and expand partnerships with Western Washington University, Skagit Valley College, maritime industry and the Center for Excellence for Marine Manufacturing and Technology. 

4. Explore partnership with the American Boat and Yacht Council to develop industry standards programs.

For further information or questions on the Marine Technology Center contact Chris Borgen, Superintendent of Anacortes School District.
