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Interviewer:
East Tennessee's nuclear energy industry is expanding rapidly these days, folks. Many leaders coming together very soon in just a few weeks to tackle a big challenge, which is training enough skilled workers to keep up with the demand. Laura Hammons with the ORAU STEM Accelerator joins us here on Yarborough. Laura, good morning. Thanks for your time today. How are you?
Laura Hammons:
I'm doing just fine. Good morning to you, and thank you for having me,
Interviewer:
I think this is something that's worthy of a lot of attention, not just now, but moving forward, because it's such a big thing here in East Tennessee. Help us understand where we are in East Tennessee with the nuclear energy production and everything that's associated with that.
Laura Hammons:
Sure. So we are unique. This region is unique because our interface with nuclear energy goes all the way back 80 years. We started in World War II and it has come forward, but right now, we find ourselves in a time where we've got a lot of companies looking at our region, moving to our region, relocating. I tell people, at this point, we have pretty much everything except mining in terms of the nuclear industry here in East Tennessee, and there is a lot of attention and a lot of energy around this, and of course, what we're talking about today is how do you make sure you've got the workforce for it as well?
Interviewer:
Yeah. How big is the workforce shortage for this industry here in East Tennessee?
Laura Hammons:
I will be honest, I am not comfortable with giving you absolute numbers because I certainly do not want to misquote that, but what I will tell you is that we do not travel anywhere where we are talking about the nuclear industry, where we're talking about the nuclear renaissance, that the concern for skilled workforce and specifically skilled trades workforce doesn't come up. If you ask people in the industry, "What keeps you up at night?" It is, "Can we staff what we're building?" So we have been pretty laser focused here at ORU on this nuclear workforce development piece of things, and this is an outgrowth of that.
Interviewer:
We're talking too about billions of dollars of investment from a lot of these companies, and it looks like it's gaining steam and not losing steam for those companies coming to East Tennessee. When you talk about the workforce and you're trying to encourage folks to take an interest and maybe pursue this, what ages are we discussing?
Laura Hammons:
So we are talking about everybody. I'll be honest. We are talking about for immediate needs, we are talking about, say, the 11th grader who is now making choices about their next step. Are they university bound? Are they TCAP bound? Are they community college bound? Are they union bound? They're making those decisions, so short term, talking about those folks. We're also talking about adults who are looking to upskill or reskill into these good paying, stable jobs. That's the one thing about these is that for this community, these are very attractive jobs. They're going to be stable, they're going to be well paying, so we have adults that are looking for pathways to re-skill and upskill. And then in terms of just awareness, career awareness, we are partnered with and we are working with folks that are talking to kindergartners, first-graders, second-graders.
Interviewer:
Wow.
Laura Hammons:
That's a different discussion. That is not the same discussion you have with an 11th grader or with somebody looking to re-skill, but career awareness starts early, and for kids to know what their options are, it is incredibly helpful for that conversation to start early. And then I didn't mention our eighth ... When you get into the seventh, eighth grade, those folks are making decisions about what their high school track is going to look like, and that's going to inform a lot of their decisions going forward as well. So there really isn't an age group that this discussion is not appropriate for.
Interviewer:
Oh, I love this. It's for anybody and everybody. If you're thinking, "Hey, how can I improve my career?" Maybe this is something for you. And the kindergarten thing intrigues me a little bit. I think back to when I was in school, whether it was elementary, middle, high school or whatever it was, and back then, which was a really long time ago, about the only time we heard about anything nuclear, it was in a negative light. And what do we have? A couple of events throughout history that earned those headlines during those times. This industry, for an overwhelming most part, is a safe industry, and I think it's awesome that you're getting that message to kids at a very young age.
Laura Hammons:
Absolutely. And that same message also has to go to the parents, to the moms and dads that are helping their young people make decisions. And so it is a ... Again, I get to the point that really, this conversation isn't inappropriate for anybody.
Interviewer:
Okay. So on May 14th, we've got the ORAU Pathway to Trades. Seems like a pretty big event that's got a lot of information. Who can we expect to be featured at this year's Pathway to Trades?
Laura Hammons:
So we actually have 28 different folks who are going to speak in some capacity, but we have names that people will certainly recognize. Representative Chuck Fleischmann's going to kick us off. We have Michelle Scott coming from the US Department of Energy headquarters to bring that message here. She's coming down from Washington. And then we have Charlie Woody, who is the president of the Knoxville Building and Construction Trades Council. So we have a gamut of folks also from our local community. So the folks we're gathering are like our educational assets. We have K-12, we've got the TCAPs, we've got community college folks coming, we've got industry, we've got the trades, we've got the local, regional, national government and economic development groups, and then we've also got wraparound and community support services. So individuals from all of those different groups are not only going to speak and share information, but also be part of the listening audience.
And our real goal here is yes, information sharing, but it's a one-day event. It's not a silver bullet. We can't solve all the world's problems in a day, so our real goal here is that for these folks that are attending, that conversations start, information is shared, networking happens, and that if their ... ORU very much sees itself as a connector or a convener, and if there are connections that can be made, if we can facilitate those with this type of event, we absolutely want that to happen, because this subject, and for all the reasons that you just brought up, this subject is too important not to give this level of attention to.
Interviewer:
Yeah. So this is on Thursday, May the 14th, and it's opened to-
Laura Hammons:
It is.
Interviewer:
... anyone who might be interested in a career in the East Tennessee nuclear industry.
Laura Hammons:
That's a correct statement, and it is also open to anybody in the community who is involved in what is happening here in this community and wants to be a part of the conversation on how we help these industries to be successful. But I guess I'm a little biased because I'm from this area, this is my home. Also, how do we get the folks from this community, Oak Ridge and its environs, how do we get the folks from this community into these stable, well-paying jobs?
Interviewer:
Yeah, very good.
Laura Hammons:
Yeah.
Interviewer:
How do folks ... You've got to get registered. How do we get more information and get set up to attend the event on the 14th?
Laura Hammons:
So if they will go to our website, oru.org/pathway-to-trades. So we didn't smash all three of those words together. There are dashes in between them, but it is without spaces, so oru.org/pathway-to-trades with dashes in between the words, or they are welcome to email me if they need more information or having trouble finding it, and that's laura.hammons@oru.org.
Interviewer:
All right. Good luck with this event, Laura, and thanks for shining some light on it and letting us know all about it, and looking forward to see how successful this is going to be.
Laura Hammons:
Well, thank you so much for having me and letting me talk about it. I really appreciate it.
Interviewer:
All right. Laura, we'll talk again soon. Thank you much.
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