California short on engineers, but Schwarzenegger's plan will help
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It's hard to imagine an occupation more emblematic of California's enterprising spirit than that of engineer. Half a century ago, the professional engineers of this state designed public works projects that helped transform explosive population growth into economic dominance. More recently, their technical expertise led to innovations that have changed the global marketplace. 
California's competitiveness is threatened by a shortage of engineers turned out by the state's colleges and universities. 

Four years after a National Science Foundation report found that South Korea awards almost the same number of degrees as the United States, a shortfall of engineers persists in California. The looming retirement of thousands of engineers will exacerbate the problem. 

Unless action is taken now, the state Labor and Workforce Development Agency projects California will fall 40,000 engineers short of the number needed in 2014. Over the next six years there will be 12,600 job openings for civil engineers, 7,400 openings for computer engineers and 2,200 openings for environmental engineers. 

The promise of reduced oil dependence through advances in green technology, the leading role the state enjoys in biotechnology and nanotechnology and the improvements envisioned by voters who approved $42 billion in infrastructure bonds last year all depend on an ample supply of well-educated engineers. 

Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger and his partners have developed a plan to bring approximately 20,000 new engineers educated in California into the workforce by 2014. 

The plan calls for establishing new programs at University of California and California State University campuses to expedite certification for military veterans with engineering degrees. Every year approximately 3,000 veterans with engineering-related military assignments are discharged to California. We owe them every opportunity to succeed in the civilian workforce. 

The governor also is directing $1 million in federal workforce investment funds to be used to develop new apprenticeship programs sponsored by the community college system and private industry partners. To bring more private funds into "pipeline" programs that help move math and science students into the engineering field, the Engineering Education Council has been formed. 

Finally, to foster immersion in engineering instruction at the K-12 level, the governor plans to expand the statewide charter of High Tech High. This network of 10 engineering-focused schools gives students a project-based learning environment emphasizing math and science. 

California should always embrace the diversity of ideas that foreign-born professionals contribute. For years, foreign students who went through engineering programs in California or who were educated abroad would easily find work and stay. But as economies in developing nations have flourished, an increasing number of these engineers have returned to work in their home countries, widening the workforce gap in California. 

Schwarzenegger's initiative represents a top-to-bottom approach that will help solve this shortage, creating a pipeline of young people pointed toward the engineering fields and at the same time helping veterans convert their military experience into professional certification - and once again, our homegrown engineers will be the engine of California's economy. 

