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After years of American technological leadership, the U.S. received a harsh wake-up call on Oct. 
4, 1957, when the Soviet Union launched the first satellite, Sputnik I. President Dwight D. 
Eisenhower used the launch as a catalyst to increase research and development spending that led 
to many of the tech advances we take for granted in Silicon Valley. 
 
Fifty-four years later, our country finds itself at another Sputnik moment, with cleantech being 
the new technological frontier and China the looming economic threat. U.S. Secretary of Energy 
Steven Chu recently said: "The U.S. still has the opportunity to lead in a new industrial 
revolution. It is a way to secure our future prosperity, but I believe our time is running out." 
Silicon Valley is clearly in the game, but our increasingly global and dynamic economy demands 
that we not fall victim to any sense of hubris or complacency. 
 
It's time for Silicon Valley leaders to assess how to put the raw materials and infrastructure in 
place to compete successfully with China, India and a host of increasingly sophisticated 
countries. In the innovation economy, the most important components are well-educated and 
highly skilled workers with the flexibility to quickly respond to changing business conditions. 
 
In short, we need to retrain our work force. There are four things we need to do: 
 
1. Heighten the visibility of our federally funded work force training agencies. There are 49 work 
force investment boards statewide connecting skilled workers with employer work force 
demands in real time. By working with local businesses, educators, labor leaders and job seekers, 
these agencies provide opportunities to build the knowledge, skills and attitudes necessary to 
address regional work force needs. This increases productivity and enables workers to get 
middle-class jobs in high growth areas like cleantech. 
 
2. Increase public-private partnerships. PG&E created the PowerPathway program to work with 
community colleges, including four in the Bay Area, to cultivate career paths to new energy jobs. 
Courses increase students' knowledge of the utility industry and provide candidates with the 
training needed to effectively compete for jobs in the energy industry. Students benefit by 
learning from professionals and attaining a marketable skill set that sets them apart from other 
job seekers. 



 
3. Forge closer ties between the educators and employers. An innovation economy requires a 
work force with up-to-date core job skills as well as creativity, flexibility and adaptability. 
Employers and educators should be talking about how to bring classroom curriculum into 
alignment with employer work force demands. 
 
4. Learn from history. Silicon Valley boomed because strong investments in education and 
federally sponsored research led to technology transfers from aerospace and other industries. 
Government should continue to fund programs with a high return on investment like education 
and basic research. And universities should redouble their efforts to encourage technology 
transfers, start new companies and create jobs. 
 
As more employers are hiring fewer full-time employees with full benefits, it is also important 
that work force agencies help to prepare workers for a series of transitions rather than just the 
next job, to support them in the gaps between jobs. Business and government leaders need to 
identify where the high job growth areas are and make sure that our community colleges and 
technical schools work quickly to train our work force to fill those jobs. 
 
If we take these four essential steps, we can more than meet Chu's challenge. Let's work together 
to build a sustainable future and understand the role of human resources and infrastructure as the 
rocket fuel of an innovation economy. 
 
To quote Chu: "Let's seize the opportunity. We can't afford not to." 
 
Memo: 
STEVE WESTLY, who was state controller from 2003 to 2007, is managing partner of The 
Westly Group, a clean technology venture capital firm. LUTHER JACKSON is economic 
stimulus manager at Nova, the Sunnyvale-based work force investment board. They wrote this 
article for this newspaper. 
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