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INTRODUCTION
Located about two hours away from Washington, D.C., Norfolk, Virginia, Richmond, Virginia and
other urban centers, the Northern Neck is an historic waterfront peninsula between the Potomac
and Rappahannock Rivers fronting on the Chesapeake Bay. Together, the four counties of the
region form a confederation known as the Northern Neck Planning District Commission
(NNPDC), which has been designated as an Economic Development District by the United
States EDA. The NNPDC secured grant funding from the Commonwealth of Virginia GO VA
Program and the U.S. Department of Labor to assess its talent availability and to address the
workforce development program as it serves the needs of existing, growing and newly locating
businesses.
Similar to the issue that holds the key to
economic success for many regions,
workforce is of critical importance to the
growth and vitality of the Northern Neck.
A principal resource for workforce
development is Rappahannock
Northern Neck Region (image courtesy Wikipedia)
Community College (RCC), with four
locations in and near the Northern Neck.
The college has two principal campuses,
one of which is on the Northern Neck, in
Warsaw, Virginia (Richmond County); the
other of which is located in Glenns,
(Gloucester County) which is located in
the neighboring Middle Peninsula. In
addition to the Northern Neck, RCC serves
Middle Peninsula Region (image courtesy Wikipedia)
King George County, New Kent County,
and all of the counties in the Middle Peninsula, including Gloucester, Matthews, Middlesex, King
and Queen County, Essex, and King William.
This workforce study seeks to assess the availability of labor to meet employer demands and to
explore the ways RCC contributes to meeting those needs.

LABOR PROFILE
The labor pool in the combined RCC regions, at first glance, presents as one that is less
educated than many regions in Virginia as of 2019 Census data. Located in the 6th most
educated state in the United States, (according to a 2019 study by “WalletHub”) the counties in
the Northern Neck and Middle Peninsula fall below Virginia’s average for young men and
women (18-24) with college and/or post graduate degrees, with the state at 39% and most of
the counties in the Northern Neck and Middle Peninsula coming in below or just above 30%.
Low educational attainment clearly presents a challenge in workforce preparation.
Nevertheless, most companies interviewed proclaimed their need for workers and willingness to
hire locally, even if training were needed. For the most part, RCC offers courses in most of the
skills identified in the data analysis and by the employers interviewed.
Interviews with local employers identified deficiencies in the available workers with “soft” or
basic workplace skills. Those interviewed voiced concerns over whether the needed skills could
be found or developed in time to meet employer needs.
A cross section of data for the 12 counties, covering the Northern Neck and the Middle
Peninsula, indicates a concentration of jobs in industries such as Retail Trade, Healthcare,
Education, Accommodations/Food Service, and some in Manufacturing and Construction. Yet,
despite the fact that most of these industries say they need people, unemployment throughout
the region tends to exceed state and federal levels.
Median household incomes tend to be relatively low, with all but two of the counties in the RCC
service area registering lower median income levels than the State. This is only compounded by
the tendency of young people to leave the region soon after high school, replaced, largely by
retired elders. This trend is illustrated by the median ages of the population in the region which
is higher than the rest of the State (all but King George County skew older than the State).
Thus, the compelling question is what the prospects are for filling industry needs for both
skilled and unskilled workers.
Two principal issues emerged:
1. Is there, or can there be, sufficient skilled workforce available to supply the existing
demands of businesses and to help fuel growth in the current firms and the location of
additional firms to the region? Are training resources at RCC able to meet the challenge of
bringing that workforce up to grade on the skills most needed by businesses in the region?
2. Is the overall labor force large enough to meet current and anticipated future needs for
skilled workers?
Datasets that summarize the demographics for workers in all 12 counties can be found in the
appendix of this report, entitled “County Profiles.”

The Disconnect
In order to begin answering these two questions, the GPS team undertook several approaches
to identifying employer needs and to see how well they are being matched within the region.

ASSESSING THE NEEDS OF BUSINESSES
Employer needs were assessed by analyzing industry data from the Census, including County
Business Patterns; by reviewing employment/job openings; and by reviewing industry data in
DATAUSA. Just as important was “on the ground” research that included one-on-one interviews,
written surveys, group meetings and special sessions with groups of employers and trainers.
The following industries all indicated, through at least one of our research modes, the need for
employees. This list is based upon interviews, roundtables, research, various studies (including
Talent Wars by DCI, 2020/2021), surveys, data sources such as the Census, County Business
Patterns, Bureau of Labor Statistics, DATAUSA, and the Virginia Employment Commission (in no
particular order).
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Aquaculture
Agriculture
Architecture and Engineering
Manufacturing
Diesel-Related Occupations
Timber and Wood Products
Tourism and Hospitality
Construction Trades
Nursing
Food Processing
IT and Cybersecurity
Robotics
Research and Development
Professional, Scientific, and Technical
Business and Financial Operations
Installation, Maintenance and Repair
Community and Social Services
CDL
Entrepreneurship
Marina Management and Marine Trades
Heavy Equipment Operators

There are several skills areas that could mean higher pay and opportunities for advancement
such as Office & Administration and Management, as well as Production and Transportation.
Nevertheless, jobs are going unfilled for lack of skilled workers. Additionally, future needs may

include: robotics, virtual reality, imaging, datacenter technicians, tour operators, and drone flight
instruction.
Officials from various businesses in the regions indicated a strong frustration with hiring
people. Utilizing techniques including public job postings, news media ads, job fairs, and special
events were relatively unsuccessful. Individuals cited low turnout and flagging interest in the
positions available.
There were several businesses who felt that workers displaced by the pandemic were staying
home, either because their temporary benefits exceeded wage rates, or because they had
children at home who were not attending school. Others, they felt, might have been nervous
about contracting COVID-19.
But the preponderance of opinion was that skill levels just were not where they needed to be,
and/or the number of available workers was just too small to meet the workforce needs of
growing businesses.

TRAINING RESOURCES
Extensive meetings were conducted with Jackie Davis, Executive Director, Bay Consortium
Workforce Investment Development Board. This Workforce Development Board, which covers
more than just the RCC region, is the point agency in the region for the U.S. Department of Labor
administered Workforce Investment and Opportunity Act (WIOA). The Board provides support
and information to local schools, employers and governments to assist them with optimizing
the workforce talent pipeline and meeting employer needs.
Meetings were also held with the Northern Neck Technical Center. NNTC is a regional career
and technical center that serves the students from six school divisions. There were also
numerous meetings with Dr. Shannon Kennedy, President of RCC and her senior staff, as well as
with officials from local high schools.
There was unanimous agreement that more could be done to match training programs to
employer needs. Also unanimous was the sense that this could only be accomplished if there
were more active partnerships between local businesses and the schools. Trainers and
administrators at all levels were sensitive to the need for demand-driven (read, employer-driven)
curricula, but felt that this could only be fully realized with considerably more input from the
private sector. RCC, the Tech Center, and local schools all feature opportunities for partnering
with employers and all have found that such collaboration has been quite productive.
Yet, there was widespread concern that there is a long way to go in building partnerships
between trainers and employers. Each of the schools has tried multiple techniques to engage
private employers, with only limited success. Where the partnerships happen, they tend to work
well, according to the employers, as well as the schools. This led to a great deal of attention
being directed to building a more collaborative environment, making it easier for trainers and

employers to come together to share information and create opportunities to identify and
address job skills matching.

Communication is Key
The communication gap is illustrated by the seeming lack of information among employers as
to what the college and other training institutions have to offer and already provide. Interviews
revealed a wide range of companies who felt they needed more employees and were ready to
grow if they could fill their workforce needs.
A sawmill needed mill operators and people who could handle saws; a local marina needed
diesel mechanics and people who could handle boats; a hotelier needed almost every kind of
employee that works in a resort; others needed welders, nurses and techs, packers, truck
drivers, and computer operators.
Several employers said that they did not know what kinds of courses were offered at the
college, or even how they would go about communicating with the college. Others suspected
that the college might offer the right courses, but the employers had not pursued any kind of
collaboration. Some had been invited to events put on by the college, but not attended.
Some of these employers were willing to train or pay to train their employees and were also
prepared to offer fast track promotions. However, the potential employees and their trainers
were often unaware of these opportunities. More partnerships and collaborations were clearly
called for if the workforce and businesses were ever going to connect and fill jobs. As a small,
rural college, RCC does not have the personnel to lead this effort. One recommendation is that
RCC establish, at minimum, a position designed to connect students with employers. This could
be a dedicated career services person who also oversees internships and apprenticeships.

TRAINING PROGRAMS
Alignment
A natural first question is to explore what kinds of courses are offered by RCC that might
directly address the perceived needs of employers in the region. We found through meetings
with RCC officials and review of their curricula that the college does, in fact, offer most of the
courses that would address employee skills needed by businesses. For example, the college
offers courses and/or programs of study, degrees and/or certificates in areas such as:
●
●
●
●
●

Aquaculture
Agriculture
Architecture and Engineering
Manufacturing
Diesel Related Occupations

●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Timber and Wood Products
Tourism and Hospitality
Construction Trades
Nursing
Food Processing
IT and Cybersecurity
Robotics
Research and Development
Professional, Scientific, and Technical
Business and Financial Operations
Installation, Maintenance and Repair
Community and Social Services
CDL

NOT OFFERED
●
●
●

Entrepreneurship
Marina Management and Marine Trades
Heavy Equipment Operators

The only areas noted here that are not offered, from among the high-profile areas cited by
employers are Marina Management, Heavy Equipment Operation and Entrepreneurial training.
Although not a profession itself, and broader than a skill area, entrepreneurship was identified
as a probable need, which does not have dedicated resources from RCC. However, it should be
noted that there are business management courses and RCC has committed to building
entrepreneurial coursework into current curricula covering various industries. This should prove
to be helpful in facilitating the commitment of some students to starting businesses and begins
with the assumption that they are already interested in the particular industry that they signed
up to study.
The responsiveness of RCC to perceived industry needs is illustrated by their efforts to enhance
and expand such areas as welding, much in need by the construction industry, and in their
program for commercial drivers licensing (CDL). According to the Rappahannock Community
College Newsletter:
“Rappahannock Community College (RCC) recently purchased a new manual tractor trailer to
enrich its Commercial Driver’s License program. ‘RCC is committed to focusing on students.
Purchasing the new truck gives us more flexibility and autonomy in our CDL program,’ said
Michael Carter, RCC’s CDL instructor.
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (www.bls.gov), there is always a need for drivers to
move goods around the country since trucks transport most of the freight in the U.S. Carter said
it’s a great career, ‘you can see the country, drive regionally, or stay local, all while making an
incredible income. In my 20 years of being a truck driver, I never had difficulty finding a job.’

Of course, the fact that there are offerings at RCC that could address employer needs does not
guarantee that they do. Are there enough courses in particular areas? Are the courses well
suited to employer needs? Are the courses varied enough to cover a fairly full range of skills
needed in each industry? There are several ways to address this issue:
●
●
●
●

Compare with other community college course offerings in number and type
Interview business owners and hiring managers to see how they rate the RCC curricula
Assess the satisfaction of employers with students, interns, apprentices who come to
them from RCC and with the programs that RCC offers
Review ratings from various agencies, including the Virginia WorkKeys and Career
Certificates Program

Courses and areas of study for RCC were compared with the same information from two highly
rated community colleges: Germanna Community College and Lord Fairfax Community College,
both just north of the Northern Neck and the RCC primary service area. In general, it was found
that most of the core courses, ranging from business courses, to computers, to management, to
particular skillsets and positions, were offered by all three colleges.
The single biggest difference between the RCC curricula and those of the other two, was in the
number and diversity of courses in some of the program areas.
Enrollment numbers for all three schools (latest available) indicate that one reason why RCC
would offer a more modest number of courses in any one discipline could possibly be attributed
to its smaller size. Located in a more rural area, with less population density, and a large
geographic distance to travel, RCC operates a more modest program, able to maintain only
those courses which draw adequate enrollment. What’s more, it can be tougher to attract
faculty and staff to a more rural environment where wages may be lower, including those for
spouses and children.
College/ Enrollment (latest available figures)
RCC: 3,082
Germanna Community College: 7,779
Lord Fairfax Community College: 6,798
Nevertheless, the fact that RCC does offer programs in most of the skills and industries
represented in the Northern Neck and Middle Peninsula reflects both a willingness to serve
employers and a sensitivity to their needs. And, according to the employers interviewed and
surveyed in the area, the school has been most helpful in adapting to the needs of business and
the workforce. Again, every employer contacted, over a wide range of industries, gave RCC high
marks for the offerings and quality of its programs.

What Do Employers Have to Say?
Employers who had experience in working with RCC and/or hiring their graduates were
universally pleased. Companies like Carry-On Trailer and The Tides Inn had very good
experiences with the college and its graduates. They felt that RCC had a good handle on their
needs and was adept at preparing young people for the jobs available.
Just in the last six months RCC officials have been in discussions with several companies
about collaborating to enhance the ability to meet employer workforce needs. This includes
Nestle Purina, Herbalife Nutrition and Pallet Machinery Group (see below for more details). RCC
has also been called upon by local and regional economic developers to join meetings with
corporate prospects who are considering locating in the region in order to address their
questions about filling their workforce needs.
The biggest challenges were found with employers who had little or no information on what the
college offers nor what special programs RCC might have for working with employers. We
found little in terms of complaints from employers nor doubts about the capability of the
college to produce employable students. Numerous employers were interviewed or encountered
at the business roundtables, and all seemed interested in building closer relations with RCC.
This included companies from among tourism, manufacturing, aquaculture/agriculture, marina
services, healthcare, and technology. On the other hand, many were interested in seeing course
offerings grow to meet their specific needs. This was particularly true of all six industries, with
an emphasis on engineering and diesel mechanics. And this ranged from manufacturing to
technology, who needed highly skilled workers and to agriculture/aquaculture to marinas, who
needed both skilled and unskilled workers.
On the other hand, when the college has an opportunity to address key workforce needs, they
have been able to step up. There has been a substantial and growing interest from the solar
industry in locating solar facilities in the region and employees with the appropriate skills will be
needed. According to an October 25, 2021 press release by the Solar Hands-On Instructional
Network of Excellence (SHINE), “The U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics
expects solar photovoltaic installation to be one of the fastest growing occupations in this
decade.” In that same press release, SHINE reports that due to the passage of the Virginia Clean
Economy Act, renewable energy is expected to help create up to 13,000 jobs every year in
“Virginia's advanced energy economy.”
In response to this budding opportunity, RCC is working with SHINE to offer courses to students
with little or no experience in the solar industry to help them gain access to this rich new job
opportunity and to help meet the needs of the solar industry. This program has potential for
growth across the entire service region.
Since the start of this project, RCC has opened dialog with a number of growing companies and
is finding ways to collaborate on efforts to meet their employment needs. These growing
collaborations include:

Nestle Purina (King William) visited Glenns to look at instrumentation equipment. They were
very happy with what they found and feel it meets their needs.
WestRock (West Point) is visiting Glenns shortly for the same reason. RCC is also in a
partnership with West Point Public Schools, Mathews Public School, Middlesex Public Schools,
and WestRock to develop a pipeline for students in engineering. A $250K grant is funding this
work (West Point is the recipient).
Pallet Machinery (Tappahannock) is interested in several RCC programs that can
generate/produce effective employees for them such as Welding classes and Engineering
programs.
Herbalife Nutrition (Warsaw) - College administrators met with Herbalife Nutrition to discuss
workforce needs. Herbalife Nutrition to supply job descriptions.
VCU Tappahannock, Bon Secours Rappahannock General Hospital, and Riverside Walter Reed:
These three hospitals are located in the RCC service area. The College has close partnerships
with all, particularly as it relates to the use of clinical space. As these are all part of bigger
systems, RCC also works with their physician practices and long-term care facilities. VCU
Tappahannock has begun discussions with RCC to create a Sonography degree program. The
hospital system indicates high demand for these positions and a vested interest in providing
higher levels of cardiac care at its Tappahannock facility. This program would complement a
highly successful nursing program.

WorkKeys and Certificate Career rankings
It should be noted that RCC does utilize the ACT WorkKeys to provide students with the
opportunity to earn the National Career Readiness Certificate. Below is an excerpt from the
evaluation from job seekers rating this program.
From Indeed.com:
The most commonly reported benefits of attending Rappahannock Community College are
"Flexible class hours" and "Affordable," but respondents also mentioned "Good teachers" as
notable benefits. Rappahannock Community College has been reviewed 4 times, with an
average rating of 4.75 out of 5. 100% of reviewers would recommend Rappahannock
Community College to a friend.
This school offers training in 3 qualifications, with the most reviewed qualifications being ACT
WorkKeys National Career Readiness Certificate (NCRC), Customer Service & Sales Credential
Certificate and ServSafe Certificate.
[Indeed certifications]

ACT WorkKeys National Career Readiness Certificate (NCRC)
“We asked 5,456 job seekers about their ACT WorkKeys National Career Readiness Certificate
(NCRC). This is what they told us:
●
●
●
●

66% of job seekers said "help my career progression" was the biggest reason for
earning their ACT WorkKeys National Career Readiness Certificate (NCRC)
49% said earning their ACT WorkKeys National Career Readiness Certificate
(NCRC) helped them make more money
61% said earning their ACT WorkKeys National Career Readiness Certificate
(NCRC) helped them get a job
95% said they would recommend a family member or friend earn their ACT
WorkKeys National Career Readiness Certificate (NCRC)”

[taken from Indeed Certifications online report]
While these data apply to the WorkKeys Program generally, the program is in full
implementation at RCC and employers interviewed agreed that it was being utilized well by the
college.

The most recent surveys of graduating students present a picture of how RCC students feel
about the quality of workforce preparation they received at RCC, average ratings based upon a
scale of 0-4.0:
Graduating Student Survey

Answer Options

2017

201
8

2019

202
0

202
1

My RCC education prepared me to work
effectively with different kinds of people.

3.68

3.67

3.64

3.66

3.51

My RCC education prepared me to work
cooperatively.

3.71

3.69

3.64

3.71

3.5

My RCC education prepared me to adjust to
change.

3.70

3.76

3.66

3.70

3.49

My RCC education prepared me to think
creatively.

3.65

3.71

3.65

3.69

3.43

My RCC education prepared me to work
independently.

3.68

3.76

3.73

3.71

3.58

My RCC education built my self-confidence.

3.65

3.72

3.56

3.64

3.38

My RCC education provided me with knowledge
of a particular field or discipline.

3.73

3.72

3.67

3.71

3.51

MY RCC education taught me the importance of
being on-time for class or work.

3.69

3.74

3.62

3.70

3.48

MY RCC education taught me the importance of
being present daily in class or at work.

3.72

3.76

3.65

3.72

3.5

Moreover, RCC is quite oriented to both meeting employer needs and preparing students for
jobs in the “real world.” Among the services offered to students by the college:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Career Assessments
Referrals to other Programs (that might help with career development)
Enrollment in the Virginia Workforce Connection and its Online Jobs Portal
Work Readiness Workshops
Resume Development
Job Search Assistance
Employment Placement (while these services are offered, there is no dedicated person
nor is it widely advertised due to limited resources)

ENHANCING COMMUNICATION AND COLLABORATION BETWEEN RCC AND
EMPLOYERS
Given the emergence of communication and collaboration as one of the keys to better meeting
workforce and industry needs, a program was launched in June/July 2021 that led to a series of
workforce development roundtables, by industry. The program was organized and managed by
the Bay Consortium Workforce Development Board (the Workforce Investment Board whose
coverage includes the RCC service area) and the Northern Neck Planning District Commission
(NNPDC) with assistance from RCC and Grella Partnership Strategies.
A total of six industry roundtables were conducted, with attendees having the option to
participate in person or by Zoom/telephone. The six roundtables covered:
●
●
●
●
●
●

Technology-based companies
Marinas
Manufacturing
Tourism
Healthcare
Aquaculture/Agriculture

Highlights from the business roundtables on workforce are instructive in terms of how
collaboration is evolving in the region and on the kinds of jobs that need to be filled.
Roundtable on Marine Trades: All of the marinas that participated needed employees urgently.
One common complaint, however, was that some of the applicants they get are lacking in soft
skills and work ethic. Attendees included representatives from five marinas, NNPDC, the
Workforce Development Board and GPS
The types of skills marinas are looking for:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

diesel mechanics
small engine (in-board and out-board) mechanics
heavy equipment operators
electronics technicians
fiberglass technicians
HVAC
those skilled in rigging

Some other ideas that emerged:
●
●
●
●

need programs that are immersion and comprehensive (work-based, internships,
apprenticeships)
short-term credential program
marketing to expose students to the opportunities in the marine industry
Owners would train or pay to train current employees and new hires, if they could find
them

Note: This summary of the Roundtable for Marinas was provided by Marjorie Lampkin,
Coordinator, Office of Career and Transition Services, Rappahannock Community College
Failures in this area in the past still somewhat haunt the region. Despite an earlier attempt to
create a program at the college with input/management from the private sector, the effort ten
years ago floundered. Some marinas now send employees all the way to New England for
training and the general opinion is that there should be a renewed effort to put together a local
program.
The American Boat and Yacht Council was cited as an organization that is well equipped to train
workers for boating and marina employment and could possibly come in under contract and/or
teach courses over the Internet. It is tough to find qualified instructors who live in or will
commute to the Northern Neck and Middle Peninsula, so this might be the best approach.
As with several of the roundtables, the lack of trained and qualified workers in the construction
trades was noted and it was suggested that apprenticeships/on the job training, might be an
effective approach to filling this gap.
Technology Industry Roundtable: Several employers participated along with representatives
from Dahlgren Naval Base and the Virginia Economic Development Partnership (VEDP), as well
as RCC, the Workforce Investment Board, NNPDC and Grella Partnership Strategies (GPS).
Several issues stood out:
●

●
●
●
●

There are opportunities for small businesses at Dahlgren, which actually directs more
than 47% of its procurement to small businesses. The Department of the Navy’s Seaport
Contract vehicle, a multiple award task order web-based acquisition platform, has a 60%
set-aside for small businesses.
Local small businesses may miss lots of Dahlgren opportunities for the lack of qualified
workers to help them serve the Navy and grow their businesses.
Engineers are much in demand, as are workers skilled in cybersecurity. Manufacturing
workers are also needed.
Dahlgren hosts a squadron of the Space Force, creating needs/opportunities for people
with related skills.
Young people with some of the needed skills are lacking the professional certificates
that are needed if they are to work for defense contractors.

●

Data Centers are also being sought by King George and possibly other counties in the
region, so datacenter technicians will be needed.

The Manufacturing Roundtable: Was also well attended by employers; the Workforce
Development Board; the NNPDC; RCC and GPS. There was widespread agreement that
opportunities abound for qualified workers, and that manufacturing will not reach its full
potential in the region without more job applicants who have or can acquire the needed skills.
Pertinent issues that emerged include:
●
●
●

●

●

●

●

A strong interest by employers in working with RCC and reaching its students and
graduates.
Electricians were one of the needed skill sets.
There are job fairs and other techniques in use by the college, the Workforce
Development Board, and individual employers, but not many job seekers are applying for
the jobs that are identified.
There was general agreement that the roundtable events were very helpful and could
lead to the kind of collaboration between trainers and employers that would address
workforce and employer needs.
It was suggested that students be shown more opportunities to learn about local
businesses and the jobs available. There were suggestions to bring employers to the
schools and to hold tours for students at some of the region’s employers.
The point was also made that RCC does have “Navigators” that serve all the area school
divisions with an employee located at the high school and can help young people find
their way toward a job and a career.
Training for heavy equipment operators could be a successful addition to the RCC
program and has been a success at Lord Fairfax Community College.

The Healthcare Industry Roundtable: This session raised a great many issues for an industry
which is growing nationwide and statewide. Once again, the most common issue revolved
around employers not being able to find the people they need.
Particular Issues included:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Needed workers include Nursing, Culinary, Clinicians and Sonography
Employers would gladly conduct and/or pay for training workers, but still cannot find
enough people
Many potential applicants lack soft skills or workplace ethos
Cost of employees is rising
Need to expose more students to the job opportunities and careers
Job tours were suggested as a way of developing interest in a healthcare career
It was also suggested that more employers be brought into the classroom
RCC does offer the needed nursing classes and they are full

●
●

Some employers were in favor of “Fast Track” credentialing programs and RCC is
working on some (e.g., medical assisting)
Telehealth and remote work can play a role

The Aquaculture/Agriculture Roundtable: focused heavily on the dependence on transient
foreign workers and the lack of local skillsets.
●
●
●
●
●
●

It was generally felt that the aquaculture industry was holding its own, having survived
the pandemic reasonably well.
Yet, the shortage of workers is holding the industry back
Jobs that need to be filled include marina managers, fiberglass handlers, engineers, and
refrigerated truck drivers
Food processing is a pressing need given the crops and catches being developed in the
region, but are missing support staff and harvesting workers
Other limitations compound the staffing shortage issues, including dwindling water
supply, power limitations, ready sites, infrastructure and transportation options
The lumber/timber industry is doing well and could grow, but cannot even fill current
openings for saw operators, managers and less skilled workers. The sawmill operators
are willing to hire people who need skills training and will train them, with the promise of
promotions, but they cannot hire enough people

Tourism/Hospitality: The lack of people in general, and the relatively short stay of people in
these jobs, as they move around, are a challenge. Some of the top people have left the area for
larger communities with higher wages.
●
●

Jobs to be filled include front desk, food service, cooks, maids, hotel and sales
managers
Lack of contractors and people in the construction trades hold up those venues that
want to build and/or expand

Aquaculture/Agriculture Session
Issues:
●
●
●
●

Over-dependence on seasonal labor, often from outside the U.S.
Need for unskilled, as well as skilled labor
Need for entrepreneurs
People with basic skills needed, such as picking produce and seafood, boat handling,
heavy equipment operators

DIVERSIFICATION OF RCC OFFERINGS
Based upon the data and consultation with RCC and employers, here are the preliminary
recommendations for expanding/diversifying RCC offerings:

●

●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Add courses on Marina Management and marine trades staffing skills, including boat
handling, fiberglass technicians, diesel operation, diesel mechanic, small engine (inboard and out-board) mechanics, heavy equipment operators, electronics technicians,
HVAC, those skilled in rigging
Add sessions on entrepreneurship to courses on various industries and business
management classes. Add relevant workshops in partnership with area chambers.
Expand course offerings on the construction trades
Consider adding courses for Heavy Equipment Operation
Expand course offerings on computers and cybersecurity
Expand course offerings for hospitality and tourism
Expand course offerings regarding diesel operation and repair
Continue to expand courses on CDL
Fine tune course offerings on agriculture and aquaculture to ensure they meet employer
needs
Conduct regular reviews on courses and employer needs in various Northern Neck and
Middle Peninsula Industries
Increase types and number of interactions the with local employers to assess their
changing needs
Mount a more aggressive campaign to reach employers and workers with info on course
offerings
Continue to Engage with the private sector and the Workforce Development Board in
offering job fairs
Consider conducting webinars with Virginia Values Veterans on the advantages of hiring
former members of the military and their dependents
Explore with Dahlgren opportunities for small businesses to expand their procurement
roles
Engage regularly with the Workforce Development Board and the NNPDC to identify
industries that are growing and/or considering locations in the region
Maintain communications with other community colleges such as Germanna and Lord
Fairfax so as to review and coordinate with their offerings
Reach out to groups like the American Boat and Yacht Association that offer training
relevant to industries in the region
Continue to explore dual enrollment and other accords that facilitate linkages with local
high schools and with four-year institutions

CAN THE WORKFORCE BE EXPANDED?
It is clear from our research, both data-driven and as a result of on-site study, that the workforce
issues in the region must also be addressed by looking at the size of the workforce, not just the
skill sets they possess. Population has declined in several counties and has continued to grow
slowly where it has increased. Compounding that issue is the emigration of many young people
and a preponderance of older folks and retirees among those who are coming to the region.
This is reflected in the rise in median age of the population which has led to an “older” skew to
the potential members of the workforce. Thus, even raw population numbers do not fully reflect
the challenge in finding willing workers.
As it has almost everywhere, COVID-19 and the resulting countermeasures also put a dent in the
available workforce in the Northern Neck and Middle Peninsula. Many employers talked to us
about how hard they were trying to find people to work, even offering fairly generous incentives,
and could not even get people to apply. Of course, there are multiple reasons for people
avoiding work, including children at home who needed supervision, fear of catching the virus,
and for some, the fact that they could earn as much or more on unemployment as they could at
work. For some, who lost jobs or were temporarily laid off as their employers reeled from lack of
business and now re-entry into the workforce is complicated by other issues or has caused
them to reevaluate the jobs they left. At some point, many workers were moved to review their
feelings about their jobs that they were staying home from, and resigned, opting instead to use
this as a new beginning to find higher paying, or more satisfying jobs.
What are the options for a region that needs to attract more workers, in spite of relatively low
prevailing wages and shortages of workforce housing? The appeal of quality of life, beautiful
surroundings, and a family-friendly environment do give the region something to work with.

ATTRACTING WORKERS
At the most basic level, the region can mount an all-out campaign to attract more people and
families with working age members to relocate to the Northern Neck and Middle Peninsula.
Marketing quality of life has a two-pronged benefit: much of the same qualities that attract
tourists will appeal to workers and families. Increasingly, people, as well as businesses, are
looking to live someplace outside of highly urbanized areas, and this was particularly evident
during the pandemic, as many people from densely populated enclaves fled to the tranquility of
the region. Although these were largely retirees, there were also younger working people, who
did flee to the kind of life offered in the region.
Moreover, businesses are also making location decisions based, now, more than ever, on where
their workers want to live. A traditional paradigm that claimed that workers would follow the
jobs has been turned on its head, as businesses are now following the workers. Thus, a
campaign to attract workers could have a healthy spinoff effect by appealing to businesses who
might find the region a more attractive place to locate.

While wage rates tend to be low, there are companies who are ready to offer higher wages in
order to fill the positions with skilled workers. What’s more, there are numerous companies who
expressed interest in subsidizing training for upskilling or reskilling workers who were willing to
work. This would bode well for partnerships between RCC and employers in industries such as
timber and hospitality, among others.
Another major change in the game is the rising popularity of remote work. If workers can now
work anywhere in the country, or even the world, the specific supply of jobs in the two principal
areas covered by RCC may not be as limiting in opportunities as they were once perceived. This
may change the decision matrix for many able-bodied workers who once wrote off rural
communities and small towns as lacking high paying, challenging jobs. With the expansion of
broadband, cybersecurity and computer-related career opportunities should be explored.

Recapturing Workers Who Have Left the Region
It may be easier to encourage former workers and residents to return to the Northern Neck and
Middle Peninsula than to entreat new folks to come. Some may have left in their youth, but now
are old enough to be planning a family, something that could be very appealing as a factor in
where to locate. If the Northern Neck or Middle Peninsula says “home” to these people, there
may be a strong pull to return. A diversified economic base, coupled with expanding family
entertainment, buttressed by employers who will help their workers grow with the company,
could make for a very appealing package.
This presents an opportunity for RCC and the communities in its service area. If RCC can help
returnees ensure that their skills are well matched to business needs in the region, that can be
crucial. It is highly recommended that the Planning Districts, county governments, RCC and
private employers band together to launch a “Come Home to the Northern Neck” or “Come
Home to the Middle Peninsula” marketing effort that should reach out regionally, or even
nationally. This has been tried in other rural regions, with some success. Again, remote work,
with its ability to allow workers to work in a much broader geographic region, can pair with the
urge to come back to familiar territory, to make a compelling case to return.
Entrepreneurship can be another approach to building/enhancing the workforce base. Young
entrepreneurs can spur local innovation and this can become a valuable career path for many
students and graduates. Entrepreneurs often comprise the heart of a local economy, and the
pathway to business ownership can be an exciting new option for young people who are
creative and brave, but don’t always feel suited for a four-year college education.
Moreover, young people who start businesses often find themselves motivated to remain in
their hometown and familiar surroundings. By strengthening the ties these entrepreneurs have
to their hometowns, the region served by RCC can help keep more bright young people in the
region. These business owners will hire people and help create new opportunities for local
workers. At the same time, a community with active cadres involved in entrepreneurship and
innovation tends to have greater appeal to outside firms who might locate in the community,

thereby creating more job opportunities for local residents. In this day and age, training people
for remote work opportunities can also help expand the available workforce.
Optimizing the current workforce would be another way of expanding the workforce. There are
people not working because it is not financially worth it, some of whom may have lost their jobs
during the pandemic. Others are poorly skilled or have skills that are not useful for businesses in
the Northern Neck or Middle Peninsula. If RCC can stay ahead of the curve and prepare people
for jobs that are available, they may be able to reach those who are so far unreachable.
For this approach to be successful, RCC must keep ahead of the curve in knowing what skills
current and potential employers are looking for. Both NNPDC and the Workforce Development
Board can assist. With a robust program for training workers to meet employer demands, more
workers may find satisfying jobs and be eager to participate in the workforce.

CONCLUSION
This study is intended to assess the status of workforce availability and alignment with
business needs in the Northern Neck and the remainder of the RCC service area, namely the
Middle Peninsula. Components included a Labor Force Analysis, Training Program Evaluation,
Training Program Alignment (with employer needs) and Analysis of one or more potential sites
for RCC expansion if needed.
GPS conducted extensive data analysis, coupled with a robust on-site experience that included
interviews, roundtables, surveys, meetings, physical observation of the region, visits to all of the
RCC training sites, and intensive interactions with RCC leaders, NNPDC officials, local officials,
educators, employers and other community leaders. The findings lead us to the conclusion that
the region has enormous potential to grow and diversify its economy, on the condition that
employer needs for qualified workers can be met.
Two major challenges were raised: 1. The need to have a skilled (and unskilled) workforce that
could and would be able to create a pipeline for employers looking to hire in order to stabilize
and grow their companies. 2. The question of whether there are enough working age people in
the region to fill current and future job needs so that industry can grow and new companies can
locate.
We found RCC to be a capable and willing partner in addressing workforce training needs. That
starts with a strong commitment to supporting the communities in the region and to working
with private employers who need workers. There were examples of close cooperation with
employers like Carry-On Trailer and a willingness to expand programs like the CDL training at
RCC. However, there was and is clearly a disconnect between many of the employers and the
college in terms of matching the workforce to employer needs.
Too many businesses who saw opportunities to grow, felt that a lack of workers was holding
them back and seemed unable to articulate how training by the college might help them. For
their part, the college felt that they are somewhat hamstrung by a lack of input from employers
about their needs. The college offers several services to help their students turn education into
jobs and even has “navigators” in the local schools on a regular basis as part of this effort.
Both RCC officials and employers expressed satisfaction with the partnerships that do exist and
with those who attend the college gaining needed skills. Nevertheless, without communication,
it is tough to ensure that training will yield the kinds of employees that the businesses need, be
it with soft or technical skills. There are enough industries in the region with growth potential,
including marinas, lumber, hospitality, light manufacturing, construction, healthcare, agriculture
and aquaculture, and computers/cyber/research sparked in part by the presence of Dahlgren
Naval Base. The region also has great appeal to those fleeing urban enclaves beyond just the
retirees who have already discovered the region. Attracting new industry to the region and
growing more homegrown companies is also an appealing opportunity. But workforce needs
must be addressed aggressively if growth and development are to occur.

To be sure, the region has other limiting factors on economic development, including a declining
water supply, transportation/infrastructure limitations, and a need for more shovel ready sites.
Nevertheless, workforce is the issue that everyone comes back to.
We made two general recommendations:
●
●

Create opportunities for more interaction, communication and collaboration between
RCC and employers
Launch a campaign to attract more workers to the Northern Neck and Middle Peninsula

There is a series of recommendations for RCC, starting with possible course additions and/or
expansions (which includes adding entrepreneurship to existing classes). The
recommendations also go to opportunities for collaboration and for gauging employer needs.
Having worked closely with the NNPDC, we know that the organization has a good sense of
what existing businesses need, as well as what types of companies are likely to locate in the
future.
Communication between the NNPDC and RCC appears to be frequent and productive, as does
communication between RCC and the Workforce Development Board. This bodes well for the
ability of RCC to adapt to employer needs, although, again, direct partnerships between the
college and the business community hold the most potential for matching training programs to
job openings.
It is recommended that venues such as the industry roundtables on workforce development
initiated during this study, be held periodically to keep information fresh and flowing. Moreover,
employers anxious about filling their workforce needs should create a more collaborative
environment for trainers and businesses. In addition, the monthly Business Services meetings
held by the Workforce Development Board offer a venue for communication and collaboration.
Trainers from several sources attend regularly, as does RCC and the NNPDC. Here, the key is
getting more employers to participate and that can be approached in a number of ways. Special
sessions with topics of interest to employers, coupled with a more aggressive outreach effort
by the organizers can help bring employers to this convenient table, at a venue that already
exists and persists.
Ultimately, the region will have to find ways to expand its workforce in order to meet existing
needs, but just as importantly, to address the needs of expanding businesses as well as those
for firms who might be newly locating in the region. In this regard, it would be advantageous to
mount a strong campaign to attract individuals and families to the Northern Neck and Middle
Peninsula. Some options in this regard are spelled out in an earlier section. The region has curb
appeal, a high quality of life, a diverse economic base and great training resources, most
especially Rappahannock Community College. The keys are effective marketing, diversifying the
economy, attracting more high paying jobs to the region and finding incentives for workers to
“come back to” to the region or to make their way there for the first time. The great many
tourists who travel to the region might also constitute a target audience for relocation.

The allure of remote work might also bring more people to the region, knowing that their
employment horizons have expanded. Some are still interested in fleeing more populated urban
areas and some of these might be attracted to the region if there were a sense that jobs are
available.
In any event, serious efforts should be made to attract more workers to the RCC service area
and RCC has the capability to build the skills that are needed by local industries. A combination
of tailored training and workforce expansion give the region the best chance of having a
successful effort to build, upgrade and retain its workforce.

CHOOSING A SITE FOR EXPANDING RCC OPERATIONS, AS NEEDED
If RCC decides to focus on the recommendations that include adding or expanding courses,
they may be able to absorb this kind of growth internally. However, should the college take on
an industry, such as construction, that requires more hands-on work and possibly large
machinery and equipment, then an additional location would be needed.
It is suggested that a prime location for RCC expansion would be the Westmoreland Industrial
Park.

The Park, located in Montross, has 6 acres of green space, and room for constructing a building
adjacent to the current Westmoreland Workforce Training Center, which houses the welding and
machining programs. The site has all the requisite infrastructure in place and access to Route 3.
Three highly recommended programs that could succeed at the Westmoreland Industrial Park
would be Heavy Equipment Operators, Culinary Arts and Marine Trades and Management,
although these can also fit into classrooms as they do at Lord Fairfax Community College.

The Westmoreland Industrial Park offers a very attractive opportunity to add capacity to the
RCC presence in the region. The existing building could house classrooms, labs and virtual

reality facilities. The open space brings an element to the expansion that could, for example,
handle the large simulators used to train heavy equipment operators.

Heavy Equipment Operator Training (HEO)
(Information Provided by Lord Fairfax Community College, Carlene Hurdle, Director of Corporate
Training)
●
●
●
●

●
●
●

●

Simulators: $450,000; using 2 CM Labs and 2 CATS
Maintenance for the Simulators: $16,000 per year
NCCER Curriculum: NCCER: the VCCS is the approved training provider for credentials
“We use NCCER, and the VCCS is the approved training provider for those credentials,
which is, in itself, a substantial process for the application to be approved. The VCCS is
the approved provider, then delegated authority is given to approved colleges to deliver.
Once the NCCER provider is approved, all instructors must be certified to teach {the
course} at a cost of about $2500 per instructor”* (per Carlene M. Hurdle, see below)
Student books cost about $200 per student
“NCCER requires Core Craft skills to be taught with any Level 1 class, so you would need
all of the materials for instruction in that curriculum, about a $6,000 investment.”*
Costs associated with the power needs and weight of the simulators can include
substantial electrical power supply (costs vary) and serious steel reinforced floor beams
(if put in a classroom) and this can cost as much as $35,000. The CM labs also require
extra high ceilings of at least 10.5 feet.
“Recommendations include a total budget of at least $750,000 to run the initial class
using at least 2 pieces of equipment (by 2017 numbers).”*

*Carlene Hurdle is more than happy to answer questions and to work directly with RCC if
NPDCC and/or RCC is interested in pursuing this further and/or have questions. She also points
out that LFCC utilized a number of grants and contributions to develop the course and offer the
initial program. The program has operated a number of years and has a great track record in
terms of job placements.

Marine Services and Management Training
The preeminent organization for training in Marine Trades and Management is the American
Boat and Yacht Council (ABYC) in Annapolis, Maryland. The ABYC is a nationally recognized
authority on boat management and handling, which offers a variety of training and certification
programs.
The ABYC offers a range of training programs, taught on-site, taught virtually or packaged for
high school and post-secondary education institutions to offer at their campuses. It is
recommended that RCC consider contracting with the ABYC to allow them to conduct training in
its service areas. Topics and skills covered in the contract course include:

●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Intro to Boat Handling and Safety
General Shop Safety and Practices
Internal Combustion Engine Theory
Marine Electrical System Theory
Outboard Engine Maintenance and Troubleshooting
Gasoline-fueled Inboard Engine Maintenance
Marine Electrical System Installation
Diesel Engine Maintenance
Drive Systems Inboard/Outboard Engines
Servicing Boat Trailers
Marine Electronics Equipment Installation
Marine Plumbing Systems
Marine Materials: Wood, Metal
Customer Service Skills

The program is a fully packaged and articulated course ready to go for high school and postsecondary Classrooms. ABYC provides instructors and the tools needed to implement a
standard-based, flexible service program with inland or coastal-focused test options.
The online instructor guide includes a video and image library PowerPoint Presentation set with
flashcards for practice; quiz questions and assessments and pricing, which is, as follows:
Cost for “Initial Curriculum Package” is $5,499, with a one-year ABYC membership included.
Cost for textbook: “The Fundamentals of Marine Service Technology” is discounted at $129
each.
For further information, contact: David Broadbent, ABYC Education Director,
dbroadbent@abycinc.org or 410.990.4460, x119
Construction Costs for a modification of the existing classroom building and/or construction of
a new building on the open space, would need to be determined locally.
These three course offerings, regarding Heavy Equipment Operation, the Culinary Arts and
Marine Management and Services are all in line with major industries in the Northern Neck and
Middle Peninsula. Construction, Hospitality and Marinas make up a significant portion of the
business community, and companies in all three industries indicated a willingness and ability to
grow, if only they could find qualified staff. Many would even offer to help pay for training
and/or to offer opportunities for swift advancement, if competent people seeking jobs are
willing to learn.
But many of those companies were struggling just to keep up due to staffing shortages and
more than a few would like to expand, but are held back by the shortages and it is hurting their
productivity. Shortages in a variety of construction trades affect not only the companies in that
industry but also those in other industries seeking to expand or modernize their physical plants

as well as in home building. . The Marine industry is critical to tourism and to areas such as
commercial fishing.Culinary trades impact tourism-related industries, including the fine
restaurants and inns in the region. Tourism is a critical industry, but cannot thrive without robust
hotels, inns and resorts.
Thus, our recommendation is that RCC expand offerings in these three areas. The
Westmoreland Industrial Park has space, zoning, infrastructure and access to highways. There
is already active industry and training taking place at the Park. We strongly suggest that
resources be found to allow RCC to take a larger role in training for these, as well as other
industries.
Moreover, if the Park is expanded to include more classrooms, several of the other top priorities
can be addressed at the site, including:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Entrepreneurship to courses on various industries and business management classes.
Add relevant workshops in partnership with area chambers.
Expand course offerings on the range of construction trades
Expand course offerings on computers and cybersecurity
Expand course offerings for hospitality and tourism
Expand course offerings regarding diesel operation and repair
Continue to expand courses on CDL
Fine tune course offerings on agriculture and aquaculture to ensure they meet employer
needs
Introduce courses on robotics and virtual reality
Consider adding classes that teach skills involved in remote work

Many of the prior RCC expansions were fueled, or at least facilitated by the availability of land or
buildings that needed relatively little modification or investment. In the current environment, if
RCC and the regions it serves are to be competitive they must consider finding the resources to
develop a more complete array of training services that address employer needs. The
alternative is not an attractive option, as some businesses will be driven to move outside the
region to places where skilled (and unskilled) workers can be hired. Resources such as GO VA
grants may be one way of obtaining the funding necessary to utilize the Westmoreland
Industrial Park. It may also be possible to utilize federal American Rescue Plan resources and to
solicit contributions from private sources, including local industries and industry associations.

Culinary Arts Training
The key to culinary arts training is the availability of a commercial quality kitchen. Robust
demand from numerous employers such as restaurants, and long-term care facilities supports
the need for a culinary arts training facility in the Northern Neck. A planned dining facility at
Longwood Hull Springs outside of Montross could have a commercial kitchen with nearby
classrooms that would meet the culinary arts training space and building requirements.

The data below is from Ferguson Enterprises, who constructed a first-rate commercial kitchen
for the newly constructed terminal at the Warrenton/Fauquier Airport. That kitchen includes all
top-of-the-line Viking appliances, and the costs include purchase and installation of those
appliances. The data is 2021 data, but does not include the construction costs, although the
kitchen in question was within the overall construction budget, with the possible exception
being any special accommodations for venting.
The overall cost of this top-of-the-line commercial caliber kitchen was $40,307.76 which
includes the appliances, installation, and company overhead.
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