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The state of Florida legislature
recently passed the Workforce
Innovation Act, 2000, which is

supposed to address today’s leading busi-
ness problem, the shortage and declin-
ing quality of labor. This summer, the state
set up two new agencies to activate the
legislation: Workforce Florida Inc.
(WFI), a policy board, and the Agency
for Workforce Innovation, WFI’s admin-
istrative arm. These agencies are
required by federal legislation if the state
is going to receive 15 cent flow-through
dollars coming from Washington, from a
pool of  $120 million this year. But this
federal flow-through funding comes with
a lot of strings attached, including a huge
institutional apparatus and a host of
bureaucratic programs and regulations
that effectively stymie any useful attempt
to address Florida’s workforce problems.

How did we get into this situation?
The Clinton Administration apparently
convinced the Republican 105th Congress
to support a massive federal government
intrusion into America’s labor markets.
Then, Governor Jeb Bush signed a volu-
minous intergovernmental agreement
giving state legitimacy to this federal
intrusion, for which Senate President
Toni Jennings and Florida Senators Jim
King and George Kirkpatrick designed
legislation to implement the whole thing.
To follow up, senior corporate execu-
tives, aided and abetted by liberal-
minded human resource managers and
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the Florida Chamber of Commerce, lined
up behind our state leaders cheerleading
on this exchange of labor markets for
bureaucratic organization.

The federal legislation, the
Workforce Investment Act, 1998, the
mother of all workforce statutes, is en-
forced through the state workforce stat-
ute putting into place such bureaucratic
mechanisms as: state workforce invest-
ment boards, state strategic plans, local
workforce investment boards, local stra-
tegic plans, local youth councils, youth
strategic plans, one-stop training centers,
and the list goes on. Once you get done
with this organizational leviathan, the
federal legislation then provides for the
“delivery” of a host of programs, includ-
ing: adult education, dislocated workers,
incumbent worker training, welfare-to-
work, employment for seniors, and vo-
cational and technical training.

The fundamental problem with this
institutional and programmatic appara-
tus is it seeks to make redundant free
markets in labor, effectively obstructing
and distorting ordinary market activities,
and distracting the attention and time of
Florida corporations in the hopes that
something useful might happen. It usu-
ally does not.

On top of this, the state lays on pro-
grams giving direct cash incentives to
industries relocating in Florida, such as
the Quick Response Training (QRT) pro-
gram and welfare assistance to individu-
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als in apparent distress. The specific
industries targeted for grant money
under the QRT program are aviation/
aerospace, health and information
technologies, plastics and engineering
simulation. If you’re not in one of these
sectors, you lose, and you lose with your
own tax dollars spent on some other
corporation. And you’re a big loser if you
run a small-scale service business – the
largest category of business in the state
– because then you are guaranteed to
be ineligible for any QRT money, assum-
ing you could use or want the assistance.

At the local level, a whole new layer
of market obstructions rise up with the
continuing reliance on local/regional
workforce development boards, which
sit like great Buddhas in the middle of
the road preventing private sector initia-
tives from getting around them. Take for
example the Florida Center for Manu-
facturing Excellence (FCME), a private
sector training initiative started in 1998
and at the time serving Sarasota and
Manatee Counties (see The Review,
Dec. 11/98). After 10 months in opera-
tion, the plug got pulled on this innova-
tive and inexpensive industry training
project. Why? Community college
vo-tech administrators politically under-
mined it with the Suncoast Workforce
Development Board, and the workforce
board “damned it with faint praise” in a
reapplication bid to the state. Result?
Another community business initiative
dies on the vine.

The problem really goes deeper.
Federal legislation effectively designates
community colleges as the exclusive
delivery agencies for workforce train-
ing. Since vo-tech college administrators
are not inclined to share their turf with
any other groups, least of all private sec-
tor training associations, any organiza-
tional competitors are kept at bay.

At the center of this “educracy” is
a vo-tech bureaucracy that serves its
own institutional interests first. When the

colleges offer courses, they are designed
to fit the established nine or ten month
school year. But most industry training
can be undertaken in one-third that time
duration and at a lot less cost – FCME
charged 20 percent less for training than
the community colleges. In addition, com-
munity college courses are often
designed to suit the instructors’ prefer-
ences and knowledge, which just as
often are not industry-based. And some
courses the colleges pawn off on indus-
try are really just unfilled classes in
residual program areas, where colleges
try to complete their “full-time equiva-
lent” state funding requirements.

The workforce problem is a serious
business issue in this state and given
current organizational and programmatic
arrangements, it has a long way to go to
fulfill the needs of business and indus-
try. Perhaps the first step toward some
truly productive response would be for
the state to “privatize” the effort. This
would mean staying out of the manage-
ment of labor markets, and allowing pri-
vate technical colleges to respond directly
to the requirements of business. Right
now, almost all the focus is in satisfying
individuals and their career aspirations
without any real connection to the num-
ber and kinds of jobs available. Who best
to determine what training is required
than those who post the jobs? If a state
role is absolutely necessary, then the
legislature ought to offer tax credits to
industry and commerce to train workers
in private technical colleges, on the
condition that matriculating students have
job prospects available to them upon
timely graduation.
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