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Program Helps Veterans Find Jobs In Construction

By Sarana Schell, Anchorage Daily News

Joseph Lawrence wants veterans to know about Helmets to Hardhats, a nationwide program to help link veterans with construction careers.

After 20 years in the Army and a handful as a regional manager for a coffee company, Lawrence said, he looked into career help for veterans and found Helmets to Hardhats.

"I was vastly impressed," Lawrence said.

Now Lawrence is several months into his four-year apprenticeship with Insulation & Asbestos Workers Local 97.

"Working in Anchorage, making Slope money -- it boggles the mind," Lawrence said.

The Defense Department-funded program is open to anyone honorably discharged from the military, said Ed Flanagan, who runs a Helmets to Hardhats branch in Alaska Works Partnerships, a statewide nonprofit that promotes Alaska hire.

More than 40 people based in Alaska got offered a job in the last 2 1/2 years through Helmets to Hardhats, Flanagan said. But he's gotten about 800 inquiries in that time, many from people who are still enlisted.

There's a growing need for new construction workers, said Alaska Works director Mike Andrews. The industry predicts a shortage of a 1,000 workers annually over the next five years, he said, as new jobs are created and workers retire.

Alaska hit a seasonal high of 22,600 construction jobs late this summer, according to state Labor Department figures, and the industry has been growing steadily for more than 10 years, said state labor economist Neal Fried.

In 2003, Alaska was one of four states where Helmets to Hardhats debuted.

Last October, Alaska Works got a grant from the national Helmets to Hardhats program for Flanagan's position.

Now he monitors the program's Web site for Alaska-related inquiries about jobs.

"I was a little bit of a flat-earther," Flanagan said, skeptical at claims that military personnel could access www.helmetstohardhats.org from an aircraft carrier at sea or anywhere else. But arriving at work, Flanagan said, "I'd find an e-mail from a guy in Iraq."

Alaska Works is working with the state Department of Labor so Helmets to Hardhats can offer more than just referrals, Flanagan said. The program might help turn a military commercial driver's license into a civilian one or provide money for tools or living expenses during three to 10 unpaid weeks in class.

Once apprentices start their on-the-job training, they can also tap into GI Bill benefits to supplement their learning wages.

To spread the word, Flanagan speaks at seminars for people leaving the military. He said the program has done two briefings for engineering units returning from Iraq and has a third planned for a unit returning from Afghanistan early next year.

"These are our guys -- guys who've been over there building things 16 hours a day -- looking over their shoulder," Flanagan said. "They're good to go."

Veterans don't need experience to be attractive employees, though, he said.

"They bring life skills that are unfortunately becoming rare: being able to deal appropriately with authority, show up on time, pass a drug test," Flanagan said. "They compete very well in our interview process."

Terry Philley, president of Alaska Insulation Supply, said he's happy to have hired Lawrence.

"He understands the big picture," Philley said.

Lawrence said he's doing what he can to spread the word about Helmets to Hardhats, partly so enlisted people understand they have well-paying opportunities outside the military.

"This is something that needs to be echoed from the top of a mountain," Lawrence said.

