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Vickery: With a state-wide unemployment rate of 11%, according to the North Carolina Employment 

Security Commission, chances are, you know someone looking for a job.  Some of those job 

seekers are heading back to school to learn a new trade.  In tonight’s North Carolina Rising 

report, Elizabeth Wilder visits the western part of the state, where a collaborative training 

effort is underway to meet industry’s demands.  Their goal: keep jobs in the rural community.  

Wilder: A haunting silence surrounds the mountain manufacturing mill that once thrived on

thread production.  Its vacant building is like a tombstone, marking the death of another textile plant.  

Rogers: You know, we have, over the last few years, seen about seven plants leave 
this area. 

Wilder: Unemployment in Cherokee, Clay and Graham Counties is above the state average. 

Rogers: Our economy is really in a crucial state right now, with the way that the housing market’s gone, and the prices, and different things that we’ve had to face. 

Wilder: The secret weapon for growing this rural economy?  It may be the know-how to program and run a machine like this one that chomps on steel and spits out metal parts.  The Snap-On tools factory in Murphy is one of the area’s largest employers.  About 200 people work at the plant, where the average wage is $13 an hour.  

Beard:  You know, I couldn’t even turn a machine on when I came into the plant.  

Wilder: Hiring of less-skilled employees is a challenge, according to Snap-On’s human resource manager, Alan Williams [ph].  

Williams: When I was first hired here, one of the things that we really needed was some trained machinist.  We had a lot of people here that had worked in machining before, but we felt like they needed some additional training, so we contacted the local community college, Tri-County Community College, and see how they could partner with us to do that. 

Worley: Instead of us going out and buying a bunch of equipment, and trying to say, this is what we’re training our students on, can you use them?  We work with the companies first.  The companies advised us, and told us what equipment they needed, because the most important part of this was be able to meet the needs of our industry.  

Wilder:Today, thanks to grants from Duke Energy, and the Golden LEAF Foundation, donated equipment, and a remodeled plant, Tri-County Community College is providing students with valuable skills, and providing some employers with a trained workforce. 

Badger:  It is a nice carrot, when we can sit down at the table and say, not only do we have this many workers available, but we also have this training facility; we can take you here and show it, and show you the type of training we’re doing.  We can have custom training programs to meet your specific needs for your industry or your business, and do that across the whole sector. 

Wilder: Students efforts sends slivers of steel spaghetti tumbling onto the classroom floor. 

Jones: The kind of jobs that we’re providing, or providing the training for, they’re skilled.  They’re not going overseas.  Overseas is sending their work over here, so I think it’s making a huge difference.

Wilder: While the machines can seem cold or impersonal, this instructor sees the tools as life-changing.

Jones: Herb, you got everything ready?

M: Yes, sir. 

Jones: When you teach someone to do something, you’re affecting not only them, but you’re affecting their family.  

Student 1 : It’s very satisfying.  I enjoy programming the machines, and setting them up, and running them, making the parts, and when you’re done--you start with a block of steel, and when you’re done, you actually have something useful. 

Wilder:Useful, and according to one of the younger students, the work is even fun. 

Sanders: Oh, I love it.  You know, it’s basically like playing video games on the computer. 

Marble: People should take a great advantage of this.  I know I would have thought I was going to die and go to heaven, if I had this when I was kid, because I’ve always loved machinery, but never had a really place to learn it.  And this is just terrific.

Wilder: Cabinet maker Ruben Briones [ph] hopes learning new skills will pay off. 

Wilder: So how is this going to help you in your future employment?

Briones: I think its more money, and I love it. 

Wilder: What do you think this means for folks like your age in the community?

Sanders:  It means a good, steady-paying job.  Start the future.  That’s what I’m hoping it is. 

Wilder:Back at the Snap-On plant, training means being able to stay close to home.  

Williams:  The biggest challenge is going to be getting that message out, letting our young people here see that, hey, if they want a quality of life that Murphy provides, that they also have an opportunity to stay here, and earn a living wage, that they can have and enjoy this quality of life, as well. 

Wilder: Creating that quality of life through training, offering the tools for a brighter outlook for this rural community.

Jones: We’ve had 316 students come through the program, from certificate on up to degree, and to my knowledge, any of them that wanted a job has got a job.  And that’s saying a lot.  

Vickery:One of the challenges for the 58 community colleges, like Tri-County, is to keep up with the increasing demand for classes.  For more on the stories we’re featuring in our North Carolina Rising series, visit our website, at www.unctv.org/ncrising. 

