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Jonathan Palmer (left), CTO of
Autometrix in Grass Valley, with
software developer Chris Campbell
(right). Campbell was promoted after
taking classes with the Connected
Communities Academy.

Tech Crunch

Nevada County companies are in
desperate need of techies —
here's how they're cultivating a
new workforce

‘ LONGREADS

JUN 6, 2017 ‘ By Trish Moratto

Jonathan Palmer, chief
technology officer at Autometrix,
has recently filled a software
developer position after
searching for over a year. “I'm
thrilled when I finally find an
engineer or developer that has
the right qualifications and
experience,” Palmer says.

Tired eyes? You can listen to the
audio version of this article here:

17



8/4/2017

https://www.comstocksmag.com/longreads/tech-crunch

Tech Crunch | Comstock's magazine

The company, based in Grass
Valley, employs software,
mechanical and electrical
engineers to manufacture
automated cutting equipment
for textile markets — and
develops the computer software
needed to control the
equipment. But despite a robust
job market, Palmer says they’ve
seen jobs go unfilled for years in
the past. Historically, the local
talent pool hasn’t had enough
skilled workers to fill technical
positions and often talented
youth leave the area for higher
education.

But in 2016, business and
government leaders in Nevada
County had an “ah-ha” moment:
A report, commissioned by the
Nevada County Economic
Resource Council in coalition
with the Northern Rural
Training and Employment
Council, showed stakeholders
that the county’s local workforce
needed easy access to tech-based

skills.

The report, known as the Digital
Technology Workforce Needs
and Gaps Assessment, showed
that many employers were in a
similar position as Palmer.
Interviews with 50 companies
(25 from Nevada County and 25
from the greater Capital Region)
found software development and
network management employees
in high demand, while 50
percent of senior technology
staff at larger organizations were
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on track to retire within five to
10 years.

These findings prompted
residents who work in the
technology industry to create the
Connected Communities
Academy. A motivated task force
of CEOs, engineering directors,
human resource professionals
and solopreneurs worked
together to bring the idea of a
one-stop technology skills
training center to life.

The academy, based in Nevada
City, offers classes ranging from
$60 to $300 that teach
everything from basic training
for entry-level digital skills to
more specific topics such as
virtual reality content
development, coding language,
digital arts, WordPress and user

experience design.

Autometrix filled the software
development position recently
by promoting from within. Chris
Campbell, an employee from
their purchasing and inventory
department, transitioned into a
software role after taking a
coding class at the academy.

“I now develop systems to
analyze large amounts of data,”
Campbell says. “Through my
coursework I learned both a
direct coding language and more
broadly programing concepts
applicable to other coding
languages. I really appreciated
the formal experience my
instructor had in the field.”
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Opportunities Ahead

The student body at the
Connected Communities
Academy varies in makeup:
Some are high school students
preparing for their first post-
graduation job, while others are
older, more experienced workers
who want to switch careers or
need more hands-on experience
to advance in their current roles.
The course instructors, called
mentors, are professionals
working in tech with extensive
backgrounds in computer
science. Shawna Hein, a Grass
Valley native, teaches a user
experience class at the academy.

Related: Jonathan Palmer on the
Shift to Mobile Platforms

Hein spent several years in the
Bay Area running a design
consultancy and working with
clients such as Google, Apple
and the United Nations. She
says the mentors want to help
propel others into the high-
growth, high-wage tech industry.

Ryan Trauntvein (left) of GitHUB and
Remington Maxwell (right) of Grass

Valley (a local manufacturer of
broadcasting equipment) teach a
monthly “Free Code Camp” as part of
the Connected Communities
Academy. photo courtesy shavati
karki-pearl
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“There is a perception that
getting a job in technology is
extremely difficult,” Hein says.
“I choose to mentor at the
academy because I want people
to know that tech careers are
accessible and can support a
wonderful lifestyle in Nevada
County.”

Hein has a computer science
degree and says working in tech
does not necessarily require a
technical background or
experience as a computer
programmer. “Regardless of
whether you code, design, run
research studies, write website
copy or practice law, great jobs
are out there with tech
companies,” she says.

The NCERC is also enthusiastic
about developing a highly skilled
workforce that may inevitably
find jobs based outside of the
region that allow them to work
remotely. Many careers in the
technology field allow the
flexibility to work from home.
According to the Intuit 2020
Report, conducted in
partnership between the
business software company and
Emergent Research, experts
predict that by 2020, more than
40 percent of the U.S. workforce
will be freelance.

“The overarching goal is to have
a high-wage tax base with
families that shop, live and buy
homes in Nevada County,” says
Jon Gregory, executive director
of the NCERC. “In both
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employment scenarios, local or
remote, the county benefits from
the increased incomes.”

The region has key lifestyle
advantages when compared to
the Bay Area, a location flush
with freelancers. Nevada County
offers a reasonable cost of living,
abundant outdoor activities and
a thriving arts scene. The
community could attract, or with
the help of the academy,
cultivate freelance workers to
live within the county and work
remotely for companies around
the world.

Tiny but Mighty

The nonprofit academy is
managed by the NCERC which,
by 2020, hopes to draw national
recognition for the county as one
of the most economically-
competitive rural areas in the
U.S.

This may sound lofty, but the
NCERC has a solid platform to
build on: Its programs
encourage existing business
growth and promote activities to
attract entrepreneurs, startups
and established businesses to
the area.

“In order to reach our 2020 goal,
we are building a workforce that
meets the needs of our
employers,” Gregory says. “Be it
with someone who specializes in
virtual reality or nuanced
information systems, we can fill
those positions in Nevada
County.”
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The organization is strategic in
its efforts to recruit both
employees and companies to the
region. Many larger economic
development teams target
international companies with
thousands of employees. The
NCERC focuses on building
relationships with smaller tech
employers that have the
potential to thrive in Nevada
County.

They specifically target
businesses working to develop
products and services related to
augmented and virtual reality.
The organization has a task
force, called the talent
connection, that meets monthly
to drive initiatives to recruit,
develop and retain talent for
local companies.

“Our smaller size is actually a
key benefit because it allows us
to be nimble without getting
stuck in the bureaucracy larger
regions encounter,” Gregory
says. “When the talent
connection task force comes up
with an idea, like starting the
academy, it can be implemented
quickly.”

Another selling point the
NCERC highlights is the region’s
rare combination of assets,
including a cluster of tech
business, a slow pace of life and
reasonably priced homes when
compared to larger metropolitan
areas.
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