
High school students get a lesson in the powder-making 
process, as part of a Forrest Technical Coatings tour. In 
addition to learning about the ins and outs of manufacturing 
careers, the next generation of workers must also understand 
how to communicate clearly, collaborate and be adaptable to 
be effective in the workplace. Photo by CAMERON YEE

Swanson Group introduces students to the processes and 
products that are produced locally and discusses the types of work 
available to them upon graduation. Photo by TURNER MAXWELL

Vibrant sector strategies, committed partnerships and inspired community leadership 

are helping to drive the growth of targeted industries and our regional economy. The 

Eugene Area Chamber of Commerce is proud to be a part of the Lane County Sector 

Strategies team. Each quarter, we’ll learn from the partners moving this work forward.
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ADDRESSING THE SOFT-SKILLS GAP 
IN THE EMERGING WORKFORCE

Soft skills—it’s one of the most contested phrases for educators 
and industry. What are so-called “soft skills?” And, how do we 
address the perceived soft-skills gap in the emerging workforce?

A few weeks ago, I joined educators and administrators to talk 
about school-to-work opportunities and how to prepare students. 
One of the industry representatives brought up a question on 
addressing soft skills; from the other side of the room an educator 
exclaimed, “They are called professional skills!” 

Whatever we call them, there is a perceived shortcoming in terms 
of which skills the emerging workforce should have when they begin 
their first job or career. According to a report from “New World of 
Work,” some abilities that have been identified as lacking include:

• Adaptability 
• Analysis/Solution Mindset 
• Collaboration 
• Communication 
• Digital Fluency 
• Empathy 
• Entrepreneurial Mindset 
• Resilience 
• Self-Awareness 
• Social Diversity/Awareness

I believe we are fortunate in Lane County to have a great group 
of committed administrators, educators, economic development 
agencies, industry professionals and, of course, the Eugene Area 
Chamber of Commerce working to define and address the needs of 
our local education system. We are using this framework to explore 
options for creating a curriculum to address concerns and prepare 
the next generations.

According to the Oregon Talent Assessment research report 
conducted by EcoNorthwest, we’re not as far off as some 
may perceive. It reads: “This report defines a skills gap as a 
widespread shortfall of basic skills that would be consistent with 
a broad failure of the education system. A majority (77 percent) 
of employers agreed that their applicants possessed the basic 
skills required for their vacant positions: the abilities to read 
for and locate information, to write for communication, and to 
apply mathematics. Those who identified deficiencies specified 
inadequate writing skills.”

So, what can be done about the shortcomings we know about? 
The Oregon Talent Assessment provides a few remedies that the 
industry has utilized:

• On-the-job training 
• Self-studying and online training 
• Industry-association trainings 
• In-house training by staff

Some suggest that there needs to be more work-based learning 
opportunities for students and a stronger emphasis on the role 
of post-secondary training programs, such as internships and 
apprenticeships. These efforts will require more participation from 
industry professionals, opening their doors to local programs to 
ensure that the competencies they look for when hiring are there 
for before these young adults are applying for positions. 

Interested in educational efforts to address the soft-skills gap? 

Email Joshua Mongé at joshuam@eugenechamber.com

More on the New World of Work report: http://bit.ly/2H38lzY

More on the Oregon Talent Assessment: http://bit.ly/2T6iToE

 Article by JOSHUA MONGÉ, EUGENE AREA CHAMBER OF COMMERCE

The Lane County Sector Strategy Team (LCSST) is a team of professionals representing 
workforce development, economic development, business and education. The LCSST works 
collectively, in an effort to better support critical industries in Lane County. We believe we 
can achieve more and have a greater impact in our community by working together. 

For more, visit: bit.ly/2PhYKpU
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 Article by MICAH ELCONIN, SEASON TO TASTE CONSULTING | Photos by JONI KABANA

SHOWCASING OUR LOCAL FOOD AND BEVERAGE COMMUNITY

Our region is creating more opportunities 
for a wider audience to discover its thriving 
food and beverage business community. 
We are attracting national conferences and 
creating powerful tools for sharing the story 
of our diverse products. Here are some 
upcoming events and campaign launches  
to keep an eye on.

Eugene has been selected to host the next 
Wine Tourism and Marketing Conference 
in March 2020. Hundreds of winemakers, 
travel writers and tourism professionals from 
all over the country will descend on Eugene 
for a three-day experience that puts our local 
food and beverage industry in the spotlight.

The conference organizers also host a 
similar event for the beer industry each 
year. Many Eugene-area breweries are 

being sampled at the 2019 event in Boise, 
Idaho, and there’s talk of bringing the beer 
conference to the Eugene area in 2021, 
following what is expected to be a fantastic 
event for the wine industry next year.

Scattered throughout the Eugene Airport, 
regional food and beverage brands are now 
being highlighted in a new cross-industry 
collaboration. Springfield Creamery, So 
Delicious Dairy Free, Luna and Larry’s 
Coconut Bliss, Ninkasi Brewing and Yogi 
Tea join members from the technology 
and advanced wood products sectors 
to showcase the story of some of our 
area’s most important industries. This 
promotional campaign is expected to 
create over 1 million impressions from 
community members and travelers from all 
over the world.

This spring, Travel Lane County launches 
The South Willamette Valley Food Trail, which 
highlights dozens of farms, restaurants and 
culinary experiences. The South Willamette 
Valley Food Trail will join other Travel Lane 
County trails that promote the region’s 
diverse beer, wine and spirits offerings. The 
trail launch will include promotional videos 
that highlight local producers and create an 
enticing story, intended to lure even more 
visitors to the area.

Additionally, the Willamette Valley 
Sustainable Foods Alliance was awarded 
$10,000 from the Willamette Valley Visitors 
Association to install a promotional display 
at the Eugene Airport to help promote The 
South Willamette Valley Food Trail, which 
includes a QR code that links visitors to 
itineraries and business listings. 

Eugene’s local beer and wine 
scene continues to grow and 
attract national attention.

Lane County is home to 165 food and beverage manufacturing companies, which employ 
4,019 people, bringing over $179 million in wages to the area. With firm counts growing at 
almost 7 percent a year, the industry has created over 1,000 new jobs since 2012. By most 
estimates, this is a billion-dollar industry that will only continue to grow.

14   OPEN FOR BUSINESS   |   SPR ING 2019

SECTOR STRATEGIES



 Article by MATT SAYRE, TECHNOLOGY ASSOCIATION OF OREGON

ENVISIONING THE FUTURE OF EUGENE’S RIVERFRONT

The building that was originally constructed 
 in 1931 and has sat vacant for more than 
six years, Eugene’s Downtown Riverfront 
Steam Plant, is being reimagined for 2021. 

The draft renderings show rehabilitated 
space that could support cultural uses, 
and they feature historic boiler No. 1 and 
the eye-catching red turbine generators. 
One could envision a frequent rotation of 
art instillations and educational exhibits 
housed in this space, alongside other 
performance arts and attractions. 

On the ground floor there is ample room 
for a brewery and multiple eateries—
imagine an eclectic mix of culinary 
concepts, refreshed every six months, 
but consistently paired with the best craft 
beef from our region, keeping the building 
activated during evenings. 

While the envisioned future building 
maintains its existing footprint, it also 
adds cross-laminated timber internally and 
rises vertically to five stories to maximize 
views of the Willamette River. A fifth story 
rooftop bar, restaurant, or perhaps an 
event space, would be complemented by 
some of the best views in the city. 

The imagined middle floor building designs 
include a mix of private offices, artist 
studios and co-working spaces, as well 
as other leased space, that aims to make 
the building financially self-sustainable. 
These floors would be attractive to 
entrepreneurs and incubate startup 
companies from a variety of industries—
space where ideas can be brought to life.

During summer months, another epic 
view would be found at an outdoor 

river overlook that would be ideal for 
socialization and relaxation. These 
designs would connect the building to the 
future adjacent Riverfront Park and the 
river, without impeding the bike path, and 
would make the abandoned water intake 
peer an active place, offering a welcome 
oasis for walkers, runners and cyclists. 

When all of these elements are melded, 
the building becomes more than the sum 
of its parts. The Steam Plant can be a 
cultural destination—a place that inspires 
both the people who work there and 
those who visit, mingle and come to be 
entertained.

And, by creating space for innovation in 
all of its forms, the building will always 
generate that metaphorical energy to 
move Eugene forward and into the future.

The Eugene Downtown Riverfront Project will bring new 
life to the old Steam Plant that has been vacant for years.

Eugene-Springfield is home to more than 470 tech companies—with 62 successful new tech 
companies launched locally in the last five years—bringing over $304 million in wages to 
the area. The industry’s local average annual wage is $74,279, which is nearly double the 
average Lane County wage of $42,644. Employment at local tech companies is expected to 
grow by 23 percent over the next 10 years.

EUGEN ECH A M BER .CO M   |   OPEN FOR BUSINESS    15 

SECTOR STRATEGIES

http://eugenechamber.com

