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More than ever, we need to think and act regionally. Changes 
in the economy and in the way we work mean that individual 
towns, cities, and counties can no longer compete for increased 

business activity or offer workers a wide array of jobs on their own. The 
demographic and economic challenges we face are shared, and responses 
to these challenges will be stronger if we find new ways to collaborate 
across geographic boundaries. In response, the Workforce Development 
Boards (WDBs) of South Central and Southwest Wisconsin are working 
together to enhance the regional economic strengths of their increasingly 
interconnected jurisdiction referred to here as Southwest/South Central 
(“SWSC” or “the region”). 

Working in collaboration with the WDBs, the Center on Wisconsin Strategy 
has developed a comprehensive economic and demographic profile of 
SWSC, Seeds of Workforce Change: A Regional Approach to Improving our 
Economic Landscape.  In it, we review key trends in our labor market and 
offer a set of recommendations for moving the region forward.

Regional Connections in South Central and 
Southwest Wisconsin

In 2004, SWSC had slightly over a million residents, or about 19 percent 
of the state’s population, and just over 600,000 workers—20 percent of 
Wisconsin’s total workforce. Manufacturing, health care, and educational 

services are vital to the area, accounting for 37 percent of regional 
employment, as Figure 2 below shows. 

By itself, manufacturing accounts for 17 percent of employment in the 
region. SWSC’s 83,000 manufacturing workers represent 16 percent of the 
state’s total manufacturing workforce (504,000). Within manufacturing, 
both Southwest and South Central have significant employment in food 
processing, various consumer durables and non-durables, fabricated metal 
products, printing, and in various types of equipment manufacturing. 
Of particular importance to the region is transportation equipment 
manufacturing, dominated by General Motors’ Janesville SUV/truck plant.

Health care currently accounts for nine percent of employment in the 
region, as Figure 2 depicts, and is rapidly growing. The largest sub-sector 
of the health care industry is hospitals (accounting for 40 percent of 
health care employment), followed by clinics (34 percent), and nursing 
and residential care facilities (including home health) (26 percent). 
The Biotechnology/Life Sciences industry promises to be of increasing 
importance to economic growth and workforce development in the region. 

Education is also of great regional significance, providing 11 percent of 
total jobs. The University of Wisconsin-Madison dominates this sector 
and has a major impact on the local and state economy.  In addition, five 
other UW campuses and four Wisconsin Technical College System (WTCS) 
campuses in SWSC work to prepare thousands of residents for jobs in the 
regional labor market.   

Along with sharing a sizable workforce and important industrial 
commonalities described above, SWSC is strongly and increasingly 
integrated through commuting patterns, as shown in Figure 3.

In order to better understand the region, we subdivide SWSC into four 
subregions—Dane County, Rock County and what we refer to as the “Rural” 
and “Rural with Urban Pressure” counties—shown with blue in Figure 3. 
The counties under “urban pressure” have many workers commuting into 
Dane. These counties exhibit increasing land and housing prices associated 
with their growing ties to Dane County. The five “rural” counties share 
low population density, slow growth, and exhibit less of the housing and 
commuting stress associated with the “urban pressure” counties.
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Commuting Patterns in SW and SC WDAs, 2000 
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Regional Opportunities in Emerging Industries: 
Biotechnology/Life Sciences, BioIndustry, 
Organic Agriculture

Promising growth in biotechnology/life sciences.

The Biotechnology and Life Sciences industry is increasingly 
important to the regional economy. Anchored in Madison, 
which Forbes Magazine recently called a “hotbed of 

biocapitalism,” the industry has been growing dramatically in 
recent years. Currently, there are more than 100 life sciences 
companies located in Dane County alone, ranging from the large 
Promega Corporation (more than 700 employees) to smaller start-
ups.

These companies are involved in a diversity of life science research 
and product development focused on everything from drug 
production and research to agricultural biotechnology.   Each year, 
products developed in UW labs lead to the establishment of more 
than a dozen start-up companies, most of which locate in SWSC.

Helping to spur the growth of these companies is a robust 
technology transfer and support infrastructure.  University 
Research Park, Wisconsin’s first and most developed research park, 
is home to over 100 companies employing over 5,000 people.  
Approximately half of Park occupants are biotech or biotech-
related companies.  Another extremely vital impetus for expansion 
of the industry is the Wisconsin Alumni Research Foundation 
(WARF), one of the nation’s most important technology transfer 
organizations.  

As we watch the Biotech industry develop in SWSC, we are seeing 
new opportunities for the development of career ladders as some 
research and development processes become increasingly routine 
and standardized.  Currently, there is a growing shortage of entry-
level lab technicians in the region.  The workforce development 
system must continue to monitor and connect with this new field 
because of the opportunity for building pathways of advancement 
to its high-wage/high-growth occupations. 

The potential of bioindustry.
One emerging industry that has the potential to become a 
driver in the land-rich SWSC area of Wisconsin is “bioindustry.” 
Bioindustry is a term used to describe the collection of industries 
that rely on renewable, biobased feedstocks, or “biomass,” as 
their raw material. Just as the fossil fuel industry relies on the raw 
materials of coal, oil, and natural gas, so the bioindustry relies on 
the raw materials of plants, crops, wood waste and animal waste. 

Bioindustry has many facets and many potential industry 
offshoots.  It is best understood by looking at the three stages 
of industry development:  the raw product, or the biomass 
feedstock’s themselves (e.g. corn, manure); the processes used to 
convert the feedstocks into a higher value-added product (e.g. 
distillation, anaerobic digestion); and the final products produced 
by those processes—“Bioenergy,” “Biofuels,” and “Bioproducts.”

Bioindustry presents a compelling short-term economic 
development opportunity for SWSC because it focuses on turning 
the region’s existing crops and waste streams into higher-value 
products, rather than on bringing a host of entirely new industries 
into the region. In the longer term, as new technologies and 
processes are discovered and developed, the bioeconomy can 
provide regional opportunities for entrepreneurship, innovation, 
research and development.  This type of economic development 
strategy has tangible benefits for the farmers and foresters who 
grow the biomass, but also for those involved in the biomass 
processing and product development.  The economic ripple 
effects of the broader bioeconomy can reach even further, to a 
host of support industries such as construction, transportation and 
manufacturing.   

Regional opportunities in organic agriculture.
The growing demand for organically grown food is a phenomenon creating 
tremendous economic development (not to mention social and environmental 
development) opportunities for Wisconsin and our region.  It has spurred a 
movement for agricultural change and a new series of economic networks and 
resources.  

Wisconsin persists as a national leader in organic food production, though 
it is important to note that certified organic farms still make up only a small 
percentage of agricultural production and income in the state.  Wisconsin 
has the second largest number of certified organic farms in the nation; only 
California has more.  659 certified organic farms operated in the state in 2003.  
In the same year, Wisconsin had over 91,000 acres of certified crop acreage 
and over 28,000 acres of certified pasture.  Wisconsin is the nation’s leader 
in certified organic livestock, having 22 percent of the nation’s organic layer 
hens and 33 percent of the nation’s organic milk cows.  Wisconsin also grows 
18 percent of the country’s organic corn and 16 percent of all domestically 
produced organic oats.  

Our region must continue to connect with state efforts to encourage 
growth of the organic sector and ensure that we are positioned to fulfill the 
substantial market demand for organic in the coming years.  

Forbes Magazine on Our Regional Biotech Industry…
“This hotbed of radicalism has grown into a seedbed of 
biocapitalism…Scientists are developing artificial skin…vitamin D 
therapies for patients with chronic kidney disease…and proteins 
that inhibit cancer cell development. Some 120 technology 
companies employing 8,000 people have sprung up in Madison 
during the past decade.”

From Mark Tatge, “Miracle in the Midwest,” Forbes Magazine, May 24, 2004.

Bio-Based Industry in Wisconsin…
“A growing bioeconomy will help rural communities and local 
farmers secure a place in Wisconsin’s economic future by creating 
new markets for their products…and investing in our bio-
industries is not only good for our economy, it is good for the 
environment, and helps reduce our dependence on foreign oil.”

“When you hear Silicon Valley, you think of California and its high 
tech start-ups….When people think about Wisconsin, I want them 
to think of it as the number one place to invest their time and 
money in bio-based industry development.”            — Governor Doyle

From “Governor Doyle Announces $5 Million in State Budget for Bio-Based Industry 
Development,” Office of the Governor press release (Madison, WI, July 21, 2005).

The opportunities and challenges described in this report will generate, we hope, both concern and interest from private, public, and non-profit 
leaders throughout Southwest and South Central Wisconsin. Here, we offer a few ideas of what can be done. This list, however, is just a start. 
In conversation, meetings, and strategic planning sessions, we hope that new solutions will continue to be offered, shaped and advanced. 

Additionally, we expect to further operationalize these ideas, and identify appropriate institutions and individuals to collaborate on strategic project
implementation.  

1.
Develop a “Leave No Worker Behind” campaign.
Skill shortages, an aging workforce, and low unemployment rates make 
workforce training more critical than ever before. Leaders throughout 
the region must a) increase community awareness of the need to invest 
in a stronger skill base and b) begin to build a community system that 
invests in the capacities and skills of at-risk youth, displaced workers, 
recent immigrants, underemployed workers, and others who need 
stronger skills to get to better work. 

2.
Strengthen and expand Jobs With a Future (JWF) to take a 
more active, strategic, and forward-looking role in regional 
workforce issues.
Jobs With a Future (JWF) is a leading regional collaboration on workforce 
development. Since its inception, JWF has brought together key 
institutional partners in South Central Wisconsin and, more recently, 
Southwest Wisconsin—in order to pursue and align ongoing work 
in the region.  Further, the 50 employer members of JWF have been 
critical in keeping the project focused on the needs of employers and 
workers.  The challenges that this community faces, however—of entry-
level shortages, of needs for specific skills, of increasing needs for basic 
skills—will require a broader and more aggressive regional conversation. 
JWF should be the forum for convening, focusing, and expanding efforts 
in these areas. 

3.
Invest in industry partnerships that connect with growing and 
emerging occupational opportunities and build pathways to 
career advancement. 
Continue the focused efforts of Jobs With a Future partners in 
developing new career pathways into and up through established/
emerging industries generating high-growth, high-wage occupational 
opportunities in the region:

• Advanced Manufacturing/Food Processing 

• Health Care

• Construction & Skilled Trades

• Biotechnology/Life Sciences & Biobased Industry 

This strategy has a direct connection to number 1 (above), as basic skills 
provide the platform for moving into better jobs.

4.
Develop a Heath Care Workforce Excellence Center as 
a strategic regional solution to current and projected 
industry workforce shortages.
The regional health care industry is a dynamic one, projected to 
experience rapid growth in the future. The aging of our population 
will ensure increasing demand while simultaneously making workers 
harder to find. The region must make a strategic investment in the 
future of this industry by bringing together leading employers, 
education and training providers, and others to build a Health Care 
Workforce Excellence Center. Such a center would provide more 
training for existing workers and help the industry find new ways to 
connect to the community.

5.
Pilot new ways of coordinating regional economic and 
workforce development activities 
This report highlights a need for enhanced coordination between 
economic and workforce development officials to build the 
competitiveness of our region.  We must begin by focusing on a 
few substantive areas where such improved coordination can be 
achieved with relative ease.   

a.  We might start by piloting a new way of working together 
on business retention and opportunity work, creating 
inclusive cooperation agreements between tech colleges, 
economic development agencies, the Department of 
Commerce, and the Workforce Development Boards (WDBs). 
Doing so, we can demonstrate the efficiency of working 
together on retention and expansion, and ensure stronger 
concerted action in this area.   

b. In addition, this report identifies seven key driver industries 
and their corresponding clusters that operate across 
jurisdictional boundaries.  Workforce and economic 
development officials must strategize to identify and 
develop truly regional leadership of industry clusters, 
studying and testing models used elsewhere such 
as organized “cluster councils” and cluster “centers of 
excellence” dispersed throughout the tech college system.   
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glance at demographic and economic trends in SWSC reveals 
dramatic differences in this region (see Table 1). Dane County 
substantially leads the other three subregions on several 

indicators: educational attainment, per capita income, share of working- 
age population and population growth. Our Rural counties are lagging 
in population and jobs. They also have lower education levels, smaller 
working-age populations, higher child poverty and relatively low per 
capita income. Rock County and Urban Pressure subregions are generally 
intermediate between Dane and Rural on key indicators. 

Employers in the region can expect to see slower growth in the labor 
force over the coming years. According to the Wisconsin Department of 
Workforce Development (DWD), the number of 65-year olds in the state 
will approach the number of 18-year olds starting in about 15 years. Aging 
is occurring to the greatest extent in our region’s rural counties. 

Even in Dane, which has the highest educational attainment in the state, 
59 percent of its population 25 or older does not have a four-year degree. 
This share increases dramatically, to approximately 84 percent, for each of 
the three remaining subregions in SWSC. Regional workforce development 
planning must be explicit about how it will build the skills of this segment 
of the workforce. 

Between 1990 and 2000, the Hispanic population in each of our four 
subregions doubled, and almost tripled in Rock County. The Asian and 
Native American population grew at an equally impressive rate. This 
growth is unlikely to slow in the future, and racial and ethnic diversity 
will become ever more real in our regional workforce. As a result, this 
region needs to continue to work to build systems of education and 
training that overcome cultural and language barriers to successful 
employment.

This profile reveals a workforce that is diverse in many other ways 
as well. The labor force is made up of incumbent workers, dislocated 
workers, the underemployed, minorities and women, new college 
graduates and at-risk youth. These workers face unique challenges that 
require targeted workforce development strategies. 

Pathways to upward mobility are more difficult to find in today’s labor 
market. This is the result of a number of factors including the decline 
in manufacturing, increases in the service sector (which is traditionally 
bifurcated between lower-level entry positions and professional jobs at 
the higher end), attendant declines in firm size (it is harder to plan for 
advancement in smaller firms), and declining unionization. 

s Figure 4 shows, manufacturing employment grew in all four 
regions in the 1990s. However, in Rock, in the most Rural 
counties and the Urban Pressure counties, the 2001 recession 

wiped out all or nearly all of the gains of the previous decade. Dane 
manufacturers were also hit hard by the recession, but the recovery 
has been a bit stronger; Dane now posts manufacturing employment 
levels above those of the early 1990s. Manufacturing employment 
levels have stabilized throughout most of the region, except in Rock, 
which is still losing jobs.

The aging of the baby boom ensures a strong and growing demand 
for health care that can be clearly seen throughout our region (Figure 
5). In all four regions, employment continues to grow, and appears 
not to have been affected much by the recession. Growth in Dane 
has been particularly strong. Such growth is likely to continue; in 
Wisconsin, the sector is projected to grow by more than 30 percent 
over the next ten years, generating 10,000 health care jobs every year.

Service industries continue to post strong growth in the region. 
Table 2 takes a look at projected occupational growth for our Rural 
with Urban Pressure subregion. Retail salespersons, cashiers and 
waiters and waitresses top the list of high growth occupations. In 
the full report we see that these three occupations are in the top 
five high growth occupations for all four of our subregions. We 
are consequently presented with quite a significant challenge for 
our labor force and workforce development professionals, as these 
occupations correspond with low earnings and few opportunities for 
advancement. 

The construction industry—composed of 
building construction (residential, commercial, 
industrial buildings), heavy construction (utility 
systems, land subdivision, highways) and 
specialty trade contracting (siding, roofing, 
plumbing, electrical)—is projected to experience 
significant job growth in our region, and in 
Wisconsin as a whole.  A 2003 DWD study of the 
construction industry in Wisconsin projected 
job growth of 5,350 between 2002 and 2012 
in our 12-county region.  The greatest demand 
is expected in specialty contracting.  Overall 
demand for construction workers is no doubt 
fueled by the aging of the current employee 
base.  In 2003, 30 percent of construction workers 
in Wisconsin were 45 years of age or older.  

This trend presents an encouraging workforce 
development opportunity, as the average weekly 
wage in the construction industry is $844 in 
South Central and $739 in Southwest Wisconsin.  
However, in order to meet this demand, we must 
equip our labor force with the advanced skills 
required for the fastest growing construction 
occupations.  Those expected to grow most 
rapidly are carpenters, construction laborers, 
electricians, welders, plumbers and pipefitters.  A 
regional strategy to meet the demand is critical.    

ur region specializes in certain industries. It is important to 
identify and understand these areas of specialization so we 
can develop and build on our strengths. In the economic 

development field, groups of firms involved in regional industrial 
specializations are referred to as clusters. Classic examples of regional 
industry clusters are the Hartford, Connecticut finance and insurance 
cluster and the technology cluster in Silicon Valley.

The core of an industrial cluster is a geographically concentrated group 
of successful companies in the same or closely related industries—these 
are usually referred to as driver industries—and their specialized suppliers 
and service providers. These driver industries typically produce far 
more output than can be consumed locally and thus, they are export-
oriented industries. An industrial cluster involves not only driver and 
supplier industries, but includes a more or less developed institutional 
infrastructure composed of universities, vocational colleges, research 
centers, think tanks, business or trade associations, etc. 

Using a methodology that emphasizes regional distinctiveness, high 
employment, and high value-added for SWSC, we arrived at a provisional 
list of seven driver industries that define our region’s competitive 
base: food processing, industrial machinery, automobile and truck 
manufacturing, plastics manufacturing, health care, finance and insurance, 
and nonstore retail. 

Each of these driver industries have large firms operating in the region. 
For instance, in food processing, there is Frito-Lay; in health care, the 
UW Hospital; in finance and insurance, American Family Insurance; in 
nonstore retail, Lands’ End; in plastics, Flambeau Inc.; in auto and truck, GM 
Janesville; and in industrial machinery, John Deere Horicon Works. 

Summary statistics for our driver industries are shown in Table 3. Nonstore 
retail and auto and truck manufacturing have the highest location 
quotients of our seven driver industries. Of course, for auto and truck, 
this is driven by the presence of the Janesville GM plant. Also, SWSC has 
quite a large number of nonstore retail operations including Lands’ End, 
American Girl, Wisconsin Cheeseman and Swiss Colony. Auto and truck 
and industrial machinery have the highest value-added per employee as 
they are extremely capital intensive. Finally, health care’s total value-added 
tops the list; it is the industry that contributes the most to the state’s GSP. 

Clusters already tie our region together. In understanding and working to 
build those clusters, we can enhance regional cooperation and strengthen 
the regional economy. Of equal importance to our regional economy 
are industries such as construction—highlighted in our report for its 
significant projected growth in high-wage jobs—and the tourism industry 
(leisure & hospitality)—notable for its impact on local revenue.  The total 
impact of travel expenditures on our region in terms of local revenue in 
2005 was $143 million.

Definitions

Value-added is the difference between the cost of goods and 
services sold by the industry in question and the cost of the goods 
and services that they purchase (not including employee labor) in 
order to produce these goods or services. 

Value-added per employee is the total value-added produced by 
an industry, divided by the number of employees in that industry 
(the employment levels include both full-time and part-time 
employees).

The location quotient of an industry with respect to a particular 
region is the ratio between the share of total employment 
that occurs in that industry in the region and the share of total 
employment that occurs in that industry in the entire nation.

The administrative and educational institutions, local employers 
and employees that make up our regional Economic and 
Workforce Development (EWD) system are actively engaged in 
regional collaboration. Concurrently, they are faced with inherent 
challenges to collaboration such as the various constraints of 
local political boundaries and the multiple ways that regions are 
defined for administrative and economic purposes. 

To enhance the effectiveness of collaboration, SWSC leaders 
must move toward more coordinated “ownership” of regional 
development activities.  This is particularly critical when 
implementing workforce and economic development strategies 
around industry clusters, the economic boundaries of which cross 
local jurisdictional boundaries. Additionally, EWD officials must 
increasingly coordinate their response and approach to business 
retention and expansion activities.  
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and industrial machinery have the highest value-added per employee as 
they are extremely capital intensive. Finally, health care’s total value-added 
tops the list; it is the industry that contributes the most to the state’s GSP. 

Clusters already tie our region together. In understanding and working to 
build those clusters, we can enhance regional cooperation and strengthen 
the regional economy. Of equal importance to our regional economy 
are industries such as construction—highlighted in our report for its 
significant projected growth in high-wage jobs—and the tourism industry 
(leisure & hospitality)—notable for its impact on local revenue.  The total 
impact of travel expenditures on our region in terms of local revenue in 
2005 was $143 million.

Definitions

Value-added is the difference between the cost of goods and 
services sold by the industry in question and the cost of the goods 
and services that they purchase (not including employee labor) in 
order to produce these goods or services. 

Value-added per employee is the total value-added produced by 
an industry, divided by the number of employees in that industry 
(the employment levels include both full-time and part-time 
employees).

The location quotient of an industry with respect to a particular 
region is the ratio between the share of total employment 
that occurs in that industry in the region and the share of total 
employment that occurs in that industry in the entire nation.

The administrative and educational institutions, local employers 
and employees that make up our regional Economic and 
Workforce Development (EWD) system are actively engaged in 
regional collaboration. Concurrently, they are faced with inherent 
challenges to collaboration such as the various constraints of 
local political boundaries and the multiple ways that regions are 
defined for administrative and economic purposes. 

To enhance the effectiveness of collaboration, SWSC leaders 
must move toward more coordinated “ownership” of regional 
development activities.  This is particularly critical when 
implementing workforce and economic development strategies 
around industry clusters, the economic boundaries of which cross 
local jurisdictional boundaries. Additionally, EWD officials must 
increasingly coordinate their response and approach to business 
retention and expansion activities.  



glance at demographic and economic trends in SWSC reveals 
dramatic differences in this region (see Table 1). Dane County 
substantially leads the other three subregions on several 

indicators: educational attainment, per capita income, share of working- 
age population and population growth. Our Rural counties are lagging 
in population and jobs. They also have lower education levels, smaller 
working-age populations, higher child poverty and relatively low per 
capita income. Rock County and Urban Pressure subregions are generally 
intermediate between Dane and Rural on key indicators. 

Employers in the region can expect to see slower growth in the labor 
force over the coming years. According to the Wisconsin Department of 
Workforce Development (DWD), the number of 65-year olds in the state 
will approach the number of 18-year olds starting in about 15 years. Aging 
is occurring to the greatest extent in our region’s rural counties. 

Even in Dane, which has the highest educational attainment in the state, 
59 percent of its population 25 or older does not have a four-year degree. 
This share increases dramatically, to approximately 84 percent, for each of 
the three remaining subregions in SWSC. Regional workforce development 
planning must be explicit about how it will build the skills of this segment 
of the workforce. 

Between 1990 and 2000, the Hispanic population in each of our four 
subregions doubled, and almost tripled in Rock County. The Asian and 
Native American population grew at an equally impressive rate. This 
growth is unlikely to slow in the future, and racial and ethnic diversity 
will become ever more real in our regional workforce. As a result, this 
region needs to continue to work to build systems of education and 
training that overcome cultural and language barriers to successful 
employment.

This profile reveals a workforce that is diverse in many other ways 
as well. The labor force is made up of incumbent workers, dislocated 
workers, the underemployed, minorities and women, new college 
graduates and at-risk youth. These workers face unique challenges that 
require targeted workforce development strategies. 

Pathways to upward mobility are more difficult to find in today’s labor 
market. This is the result of a number of factors including the decline 
in manufacturing, increases in the service sector (which is traditionally 
bifurcated between lower-level entry positions and professional jobs at 
the higher end), attendant declines in firm size (it is harder to plan for 
advancement in smaller firms), and declining unionization. 

s Figure 4 shows, manufacturing employment grew in all four 
regions in the 1990s. However, in Rock, in the most Rural 
counties and the Urban Pressure counties, the 2001 recession 

wiped out all or nearly all of the gains of the previous decade. Dane 
manufacturers were also hit hard by the recession, but the recovery 
has been a bit stronger; Dane now posts manufacturing employment 
levels above those of the early 1990s. Manufacturing employment 
levels have stabilized throughout most of the region, except in Rock, 
which is still losing jobs.

The aging of the baby boom ensures a strong and growing demand 
for health care that can be clearly seen throughout our region (Figure 
5). In all four regions, employment continues to grow, and appears 
not to have been affected much by the recession. Growth in Dane 
has been particularly strong. Such growth is likely to continue; in 
Wisconsin, the sector is projected to grow by more than 30 percent 
over the next ten years, generating 10,000 health care jobs every year.

Service industries continue to post strong growth in the region. 
Table 2 takes a look at projected occupational growth for our Rural 
with Urban Pressure subregion. Retail salespersons, cashiers and 
waiters and waitresses top the list of high growth occupations. In 
the full report we see that these three occupations are in the top 
five high growth occupations for all four of our subregions. We 
are consequently presented with quite a significant challenge for 
our labor force and workforce development professionals, as these 
occupations correspond with low earnings and few opportunities for 
advancement. 

The construction industry—composed of 
building construction (residential, commercial, 
industrial buildings), heavy construction (utility 
systems, land subdivision, highways) and 
specialty trade contracting (siding, roofing, 
plumbing, electrical)—is projected to experience 
significant job growth in our region, and in 
Wisconsin as a whole.  A 2003 DWD study of the 
construction industry in Wisconsin projected 
job growth of 5,350 between 2002 and 2012 
in our 12-county region.  The greatest demand 
is expected in specialty contracting.  Overall 
demand for construction workers is no doubt 
fueled by the aging of the current employee 
base.  In 2003, 30 percent of construction workers 
in Wisconsin were 45 years of age or older.  

This trend presents an encouraging workforce 
development opportunity, as the average weekly 
wage in the construction industry is $844 in 
South Central and $739 in Southwest Wisconsin.  
However, in order to meet this demand, we must 
equip our labor force with the advanced skills 
required for the fastest growing construction 
occupations.  Those expected to grow most 
rapidly are carpenters, construction laborers, 
electricians, welders, plumbers and pipefitters.  A 
regional strategy to meet the demand is critical.    

ur region specializes in certain industries. It is important to 
identify and understand these areas of specialization so we 
can develop and build on our strengths. In the economic 

development field, groups of firms involved in regional industrial 
specializations are referred to as clusters. Classic examples of regional 
industry clusters are the Hartford, Connecticut finance and insurance 
cluster and the technology cluster in Silicon Valley.

The core of an industrial cluster is a geographically concentrated group 
of successful companies in the same or closely related industries—these 
are usually referred to as driver industries—and their specialized suppliers 
and service providers. These driver industries typically produce far 
more output than can be consumed locally and thus, they are export-
oriented industries. An industrial cluster involves not only driver and 
supplier industries, but includes a more or less developed institutional 
infrastructure composed of universities, vocational colleges, research 
centers, think tanks, business or trade associations, etc. 

Using a methodology that emphasizes regional distinctiveness, high 
employment, and high value-added for SWSC, we arrived at a provisional 
list of seven driver industries that define our region’s competitive 
base: food processing, industrial machinery, automobile and truck 
manufacturing, plastics manufacturing, health care, finance and insurance, 
and nonstore retail. 

Each of these driver industries have large firms operating in the region. 
For instance, in food processing, there is Frito-Lay; in health care, the 
UW Hospital; in finance and insurance, American Family Insurance; in 
nonstore retail, Lands’ End; in plastics, Flambeau Inc.; in auto and truck, GM 
Janesville; and in industrial machinery, John Deere Horicon Works. 

Summary statistics for our driver industries are shown in Table 3. Nonstore 
retail and auto and truck manufacturing have the highest location 
quotients of our seven driver industries. Of course, for auto and truck, 
this is driven by the presence of the Janesville GM plant. Also, SWSC has 
quite a large number of nonstore retail operations including Lands’ End, 
American Girl, Wisconsin Cheeseman and Swiss Colony. Auto and truck 
and industrial machinery have the highest value-added per employee as 
they are extremely capital intensive. Finally, health care’s total value-added 
tops the list; it is the industry that contributes the most to the state’s GSP. 

Clusters already tie our region together. In understanding and working to 
build those clusters, we can enhance regional cooperation and strengthen 
the regional economy. Of equal importance to our regional economy 
are industries such as construction—highlighted in our report for its 
significant projected growth in high-wage jobs—and the tourism industry 
(leisure & hospitality)—notable for its impact on local revenue.  The total 
impact of travel expenditures on our region in terms of local revenue in 
2005 was $143 million.

Definitions

Value-added is the difference between the cost of goods and 
services sold by the industry in question and the cost of the goods 
and services that they purchase (not including employee labor) in 
order to produce these goods or services. 

Value-added per employee is the total value-added produced by 
an industry, divided by the number of employees in that industry 
(the employment levels include both full-time and part-time 
employees).

The location quotient of an industry with respect to a particular 
region is the ratio between the share of total employment 
that occurs in that industry in the region and the share of total 
employment that occurs in that industry in the entire nation.

The administrative and educational institutions, local employers 
and employees that make up our regional Economic and 
Workforce Development (EWD) system are actively engaged in 
regional collaboration. Concurrently, they are faced with inherent 
challenges to collaboration such as the various constraints of 
local political boundaries and the multiple ways that regions are 
defined for administrative and economic purposes. 

To enhance the effectiveness of collaboration, SWSC leaders 
must move toward more coordinated “ownership” of regional 
development activities.  This is particularly critical when 
implementing workforce and economic development strategies 
around industry clusters, the economic boundaries of which cross 
local jurisdictional boundaries. Additionally, EWD officials must 
increasingly coordinate their response and approach to business 
retention and expansion activities.  



Regional Opportunities in Emerging Industries: 
Biotechnology/Life Sciences, BioIndustry, 
Organic Agriculture

Promising growth in biotechnology/life sciences.

The Biotechnology and Life Sciences industry is increasingly 
important to the regional economy. Anchored in Madison, 
which Forbes Magazine recently called a “hotbed of 

biocapitalism,” the industry has been growing dramatically in 
recent years. Currently, there are more than 100 life sciences 
companies located in Dane County alone, ranging from the large 
Promega Corporation (more than 700 employees) to smaller start-
ups.

These companies are involved in a diversity of life science research 
and product development focused on everything from drug 
production and research to agricultural biotechnology.   Each year, 
products developed in UW labs lead to the establishment of more 
than a dozen start-up companies, most of which locate in SWSC.

Helping to spur the growth of these companies is a robust 
technology transfer and support infrastructure.  University 
Research Park, Wisconsin’s first and most developed research park, 
is home to over 100 companies employing over 5,000 people.  
Approximately half of Park occupants are biotech or biotech-
related companies.  Another extremely vital impetus for expansion 
of the industry is the Wisconsin Alumni Research Foundation 
(WARF), one of the nation’s most important technology transfer 
organizations.  

As we watch the Biotech industry develop in SWSC, we are seeing 
new opportunities for the development of career ladders as some 
research and development processes become increasingly routine 
and standardized.  Currently, there is a growing shortage of entry-
level lab technicians in the region.  The workforce development 
system must continue to monitor and connect with this new field 
because of the opportunity for building pathways of advancement 
to its high-wage/high-growth occupations. 

The potential of bioindustry.
One emerging industry that has the potential to become a 
driver in the land-rich SWSC area of Wisconsin is “bioindustry.” 
Bioindustry is a term used to describe the collection of industries 
that rely on renewable, biobased feedstocks, or “biomass,” as 
their raw material. Just as the fossil fuel industry relies on the raw 
materials of coal, oil, and natural gas, so the bioindustry relies on 
the raw materials of plants, crops, wood waste and animal waste. 

Bioindustry has many facets and many potential industry 
offshoots.  It is best understood by looking at the three stages 
of industry development:  the raw product, or the biomass 
feedstock’s themselves (e.g. corn, manure); the processes used to 
convert the feedstocks into a higher value-added product (e.g. 
distillation, anaerobic digestion); and the final products produced 
by those processes—“Bioenergy,” “Biofuels,” and “Bioproducts.”

Bioindustry presents a compelling short-term economic 
development opportunity for SWSC because it focuses on turning 
the region’s existing crops and waste streams into higher-value 
products, rather than on bringing a host of entirely new industries 
into the region. In the longer term, as new technologies and 
processes are discovered and developed, the bioeconomy can 
provide regional opportunities for entrepreneurship, innovation, 
research and development.  This type of economic development 
strategy has tangible benefits for the farmers and foresters who 
grow the biomass, but also for those involved in the biomass 
processing and product development.  The economic ripple 
effects of the broader bioeconomy can reach even further, to a 
host of support industries such as construction, transportation and 
manufacturing.   

Regional opportunities in organic agriculture.
The growing demand for organically grown food is a phenomenon creating 
tremendous economic development (not to mention social and environmental 
development) opportunities for Wisconsin and our region.  It has spurred a 
movement for agricultural change and a new series of economic networks and 
resources.  

Wisconsin persists as a national leader in organic food production, though 
it is important to note that certified organic farms still make up only a small 
percentage of agricultural production and income in the state.  Wisconsin 
has the second largest number of certified organic farms in the nation; only 
California has more.  659 certified organic farms operated in the state in 2003.  
In the same year, Wisconsin had over 91,000 acres of certified crop acreage 
and over 28,000 acres of certified pasture.  Wisconsin is the nation’s leader 
in certified organic livestock, having 22 percent of the nation’s organic layer 
hens and 33 percent of the nation’s organic milk cows.  Wisconsin also grows 
18 percent of the country’s organic corn and 16 percent of all domestically 
produced organic oats.  

Our region must continue to connect with state efforts to encourage 
growth of the organic sector and ensure that we are positioned to fulfill the 
substantial market demand for organic in the coming years.  

Forbes Magazine on Our Regional Biotech Industry…
“This hotbed of radicalism has grown into a seedbed of 
biocapitalism…Scientists are developing artificial skin…vitamin D 
therapies for patients with chronic kidney disease…and proteins 
that inhibit cancer cell development. Some 120 technology 
companies employing 8,000 people have sprung up in Madison 
during the past decade.”

From Mark Tatge, “Miracle in the Midwest,” Forbes Magazine, May 24, 2004.

Bio-Based Industry in Wisconsin…
“A growing bioeconomy will help rural communities and local 
farmers secure a place in Wisconsin’s economic future by creating 
new markets for their products…and investing in our bio-
industries is not only good for our economy, it is good for the 
environment, and helps reduce our dependence on foreign oil.”

“When you hear Silicon Valley, you think of California and its high 
tech start-ups….When people think about Wisconsin, I want them 
to think of it as the number one place to invest their time and 
money in bio-based industry development.”            — Governor Doyle

From “Governor Doyle Announces $5 Million in State Budget for Bio-Based Industry 
Development,” Office of the Governor press release (Madison, WI, July 21, 2005).



N E W  I D E A S  F O R  T H E  R E G I O N

More than ever, we need to think and act regionally. Changes 
in the economy and in the way we work mean that individual 
towns, cities, and counties can no longer compete for increased 

business activity or offer workers a wide array of jobs on their own. The 
demographic and economic challenges we face are shared, and responses 
to these challenges will be stronger if we find new ways to collaborate 
across geographic boundaries. In response, the Workforce Development 
Boards (WDBs) of South Central and Southwest Wisconsin are working 
together to enhance the regional economic strengths of their increasingly 
interconnected jurisdiction referred to here as Southwest/South Central 
(“SWSC” or “the region”). 

Working in collaboration with the WDBs, the Center on Wisconsin Strategy 
has developed a comprehensive economic and demographic profile of 
SWSC, Seeds of Workforce Change: A Regional Approach to Improving our 
Economic Landscape.  In it, we review key trends in our labor market and 
offer a set of recommendations for moving the region forward.

Regional Connections in South Central and 
Southwest Wisconsin

In 2004, SWSC had slightly over a million residents, or about 19 percent 
of the state’s population, and just over 600,000 workers—20 percent of 
Wisconsin’s total workforce. Manufacturing, health care, and educational 

services are vital to the area, accounting for 37 percent of regional 
employment, as Figure 2 below shows. 

By itself, manufacturing accounts for 17 percent of employment in the 
region. SWSC’s 83,000 manufacturing workers represent 16 percent of the 
state’s total manufacturing workforce (504,000). Within manufacturing, 
both Southwest and South Central have significant employment in food 
processing, various consumer durables and non-durables, fabricated metal 
products, printing, and in various types of equipment manufacturing. 
Of particular importance to the region is transportation equipment 
manufacturing, dominated by General Motors’ Janesville SUV/truck plant.

Health care currently accounts for nine percent of employment in the 
region, as Figure 2 depicts, and is rapidly growing. The largest sub-sector 
of the health care industry is hospitals (accounting for 40 percent of 
health care employment), followed by clinics (34 percent), and nursing 
and residential care facilities (including home health) (26 percent). 
The Biotechnology/Life Sciences industry promises to be of increasing 
importance to economic growth and workforce development in the region. 

Education is also of great regional significance, providing 11 percent of 
total jobs. The University of Wisconsin-Madison dominates this sector 
and has a major impact on the local and state economy.  In addition, five 
other UW campuses and four Wisconsin Technical College System (WTCS) 
campuses in SWSC work to prepare thousands of residents for jobs in the 
regional labor market.   

Along with sharing a sizable workforce and important industrial 
commonalities described above, SWSC is strongly and increasingly 
integrated through commuting patterns, as shown in Figure 3.

In order to better understand the region, we subdivide SWSC into four 
subregions—Dane County, Rock County and what we refer to as the “Rural” 
and “Rural with Urban Pressure” counties—shown with blue in Figure 3. 
The counties under “urban pressure” have many workers commuting into 
Dane. These counties exhibit increasing land and housing prices associated 
with their growing ties to Dane County. The five “rural” counties share 
low population density, slow growth, and exhibit less of the housing and 
commuting stress associated with the “urban pressure” counties.

Figure 1
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Employment Distribution in SWSC, 2003
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Commuting Patterns in SW and SC WDAs, 2000 
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Regional Opportunities in Emerging Industries: 
Biotechnology/Life Sciences, BioIndustry, 
Organic Agriculture

Promising growth in biotechnology/life sciences.

The Biotechnology and Life Sciences industry is increasingly 
important to the regional economy. Anchored in Madison, 
which Forbes Magazine recently called a “hotbed of 

biocapitalism,” the industry has been growing dramatically in 
recent years. Currently, there are more than 100 life sciences 
companies located in Dane County alone, ranging from the large 
Promega Corporation (more than 700 employees) to smaller start-
ups.

These companies are involved in a diversity of life science research 
and product development focused on everything from drug 
production and research to agricultural biotechnology.   Each year, 
products developed in UW labs lead to the establishment of more 
than a dozen start-up companies, most of which locate in SWSC.

Helping to spur the growth of these companies is a robust 
technology transfer and support infrastructure.  University 
Research Park, Wisconsin’s first and most developed research park, 
is home to over 100 companies employing over 5,000 people.  
Approximately half of Park occupants are biotech or biotech-
related companies.  Another extremely vital impetus for expansion 
of the industry is the Wisconsin Alumni Research Foundation 
(WARF), one of the nation’s most important technology transfer 
organizations.  

As we watch the Biotech industry develop in SWSC, we are seeing 
new opportunities for the development of career ladders as some 
research and development processes become increasingly routine 
and standardized.  Currently, there is a growing shortage of entry-
level lab technicians in the region.  The workforce development 
system must continue to monitor and connect with this new field 
because of the opportunity for building pathways of advancement 
to its high-wage/high-growth occupations. 

The potential of bioindustry.
One emerging industry that has the potential to become a 
driver in the land-rich SWSC area of Wisconsin is “bioindustry.” 
Bioindustry is a term used to describe the collection of industries 
that rely on renewable, biobased feedstocks, or “biomass,” as 
their raw material. Just as the fossil fuel industry relies on the raw 
materials of coal, oil, and natural gas, so the bioindustry relies on 
the raw materials of plants, crops, wood waste and animal waste. 

Bioindustry has many facets and many potential industry 
offshoots.  It is best understood by looking at the three stages 
of industry development:  the raw product, or the biomass 
feedstock’s themselves (e.g. corn, manure); the processes used to 
convert the feedstocks into a higher value-added product (e.g. 
distillation, anaerobic digestion); and the final products produced 
by those processes—“Bioenergy,” “Biofuels,” and “Bioproducts.”

Bioindustry presents a compelling short-term economic 
development opportunity for SWSC because it focuses on turning 
the region’s existing crops and waste streams into higher-value 
products, rather than on bringing a host of entirely new industries 
into the region. In the longer term, as new technologies and 
processes are discovered and developed, the bioeconomy can 
provide regional opportunities for entrepreneurship, innovation, 
research and development.  This type of economic development 
strategy has tangible benefits for the farmers and foresters who 
grow the biomass, but also for those involved in the biomass 
processing and product development.  The economic ripple 
effects of the broader bioeconomy can reach even further, to a 
host of support industries such as construction, transportation and 
manufacturing.   

Regional opportunities in organic agriculture.
The growing demand for organically grown food is a phenomenon creating 
tremendous economic development (not to mention social and environmental 
development) opportunities for Wisconsin and our region.  It has spurred a 
movement for agricultural change and a new series of economic networks and 
resources.  

Wisconsin persists as a national leader in organic food production, though 
it is important to note that certified organic farms still make up only a small 
percentage of agricultural production and income in the state.  Wisconsin 
has the second largest number of certified organic farms in the nation; only 
California has more.  659 certified organic farms operated in the state in 2003.  
In the same year, Wisconsin had over 91,000 acres of certified crop acreage 
and over 28,000 acres of certified pasture.  Wisconsin is the nation’s leader 
in certified organic livestock, having 22 percent of the nation’s organic layer 
hens and 33 percent of the nation’s organic milk cows.  Wisconsin also grows 
18 percent of the country’s organic corn and 16 percent of all domestically 
produced organic oats.  

Our region must continue to connect with state efforts to encourage 
growth of the organic sector and ensure that we are positioned to fulfill the 
substantial market demand for organic in the coming years.  

Forbes Magazine on Our Regional Biotech Industry…
“This hotbed of radicalism has grown into a seedbed of 
biocapitalism…Scientists are developing artificial skin…vitamin D 
therapies for patients with chronic kidney disease…and proteins 
that inhibit cancer cell development. Some 120 technology 
companies employing 8,000 people have sprung up in Madison 
during the past decade.”

From Mark Tatge, “Miracle in the Midwest,” Forbes Magazine, May 24, 2004.

Bio-Based Industry in Wisconsin…
“A growing bioeconomy will help rural communities and local 
farmers secure a place in Wisconsin’s economic future by creating 
new markets for their products…and investing in our bio-
industries is not only good for our economy, it is good for the 
environment, and helps reduce our dependence on foreign oil.”

“When you hear Silicon Valley, you think of California and its high 
tech start-ups….When people think about Wisconsin, I want them 
to think of it as the number one place to invest their time and 
money in bio-based industry development.”            — Governor Doyle

From “Governor Doyle Announces $5 Million in State Budget for Bio-Based Industry 
Development,” Office of the Governor press release (Madison, WI, July 21, 2005).

The opportunities and challenges described in this report will generate, we hope, both concern and interest from private, public, and non-profit 
leaders throughout Southwest and South Central Wisconsin. Here, we offer a few ideas of what can be done. This list, however, is just a start. 
In conversation, meetings, and strategic planning sessions, we hope that new solutions will continue to be offered, shaped and advanced. 

Additionally, we expect to further operationalize these ideas, and identify appropriate institutions and individuals to collaborate on strategic project
implementation.  

1.
Develop a “Leave No Worker Behind” campaign.
Skill shortages, an aging workforce, and low unemployment rates make 
workforce training more critical than ever before. Leaders throughout 
the region must a) increase community awareness of the need to invest 
in a stronger skill base and b) begin to build a community system that 
invests in the capacities and skills of at-risk youth, displaced workers, 
recent immigrants, underemployed workers, and others who need 
stronger skills to get to better work. 

2.
Strengthen and expand Jobs With a Future (JWF) to take a 
more active, strategic, and forward-looking role in regional 
workforce issues.
Jobs With a Future (JWF) is a leading regional collaboration on workforce 
development. Since its inception, JWF has brought together key 
institutional partners in South Central Wisconsin and, more recently, 
Southwest Wisconsin—in order to pursue and align ongoing work 
in the region.  Further, the 50 employer members of JWF have been 
critical in keeping the project focused on the needs of employers and 
workers.  The challenges that this community faces, however—of entry-
level shortages, of needs for specific skills, of increasing needs for basic 
skills—will require a broader and more aggressive regional conversation. 
JWF should be the forum for convening, focusing, and expanding efforts 
in these areas. 

3.
Invest in industry partnerships that connect with growing and 
emerging occupational opportunities and build pathways to 
career advancement. 
Continue the focused efforts of Jobs With a Future partners in 
developing new career pathways into and up through established/
emerging industries generating high-growth, high-wage occupational 
opportunities in the region:

• Advanced Manufacturing/Food Processing 

• Health Care

• Construction & Skilled Trades

• Biotechnology/Life Sciences & Biobased Industry 

This strategy has a direct connection to number 1 (above), as basic skills 
provide the platform for moving into better jobs.

4.
Develop a Heath Care Workforce Excellence Center as 
a strategic regional solution to current and projected 
industry workforce shortages.
The regional health care industry is a dynamic one, projected to 
experience rapid growth in the future. The aging of our population 
will ensure increasing demand while simultaneously making workers 
harder to find. The region must make a strategic investment in the 
future of this industry by bringing together leading employers, 
education and training providers, and others to build a Health Care 
Workforce Excellence Center. Such a center would provide more 
training for existing workers and help the industry find new ways to 
connect to the community.

5.
Pilot new ways of coordinating regional economic and 
workforce development activities 
This report highlights a need for enhanced coordination between 
economic and workforce development officials to build the 
competitiveness of our region.  We must begin by focusing on a 
few substantive areas where such improved coordination can be 
achieved with relative ease.   

a.  We might start by piloting a new way of working together 
on business retention and opportunity work, creating 
inclusive cooperation agreements between tech colleges, 
economic development agencies, the Department of 
Commerce, and the Workforce Development Boards (WDBs). 
Doing so, we can demonstrate the efficiency of working 
together on retention and expansion, and ensure stronger 
concerted action in this area.   

b. In addition, this report identifies seven key driver industries 
and their corresponding clusters that operate across 
jurisdictional boundaries.  Workforce and economic 
development officials must strategize to identify and 
develop truly regional leadership of industry clusters, 
studying and testing models used elsewhere such 
as organized “cluster councils” and cluster “centers of 
excellence” dispersed throughout the tech college system.   
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