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R
egina Mills would shop late at night, when her two 
sons and neighbors were not around, because she was 
ashamed that she needed the state’s food assistance 
program to pay for groceries. She had been rejected 

from one job after another because of a charge of possession 
and burglary that, though dismissed, kept showing up on 
employment background checks.

“I had nothing to do with it,” recalls the 58-year single mother 
of two grown sons. “I was in the wrong place at the wrong time 
with the wrong people.” 

To get by, Mills worked for friends cleaning houses or making 
phone calls. “I was crying all the time.”

Today, though close to retirement age, Mills is learning new skills, 
including Microsoft Office and Excel, and is hoping to land a job 
with a living wage. Though she is not yet employed, she is working 

Despite these challenges, the various agencies leading 
workforce development have made progress. In the past two 
years, the WDC and its partners served more than 2,000 
businesses, many of them small to midsized companies, 
and helped 39,701 job seekers.

Among those is Esfalem Habtom, a 36-year-old refugee 
from Eritrea, who escaped a war in his homeland, found 
his way to Brazil, crossed the harrowing Darien Gap across 
the Panama jungle on foot, and found his way to Seattle. 
Three years later, he was repairing two-way radios for first 
responders and installing sophisticated video security sys-
tems as an electronics technician after enrolling in a train-
ing program made possible by Seattle employment agency 
TRAC Associates. 

Six weeks after completing his training, 
he was offered a job with Seattle-based 
Industrial Communications. While living 
on roughly $3,000 a month in Seattle is not 
easy, he is grateful for the chance to start 
life over in a place without daily violence. 

“It feels like I was born again,” Habtom 
says. “Now I can work, I can send money to 
my kids, I can go anywhere I want, I can save 
money. I can see a future. There is no word for 
how happy I feel.” 

While the WDC ’s role is funding and guid-
ing programs like TRAC, the city’s Office of 
Economic Development works to identify key 
industries including health care, construction, 
and “green” jobs that will provide refugees and 
BIPOC workers with better opportunities. 

“What we want to do is fund not opera-
tional activities but capacity building,” says 
Lederer, who stepped into the role 16 months 
ago after a career in higher education. That 
means supporting and funding appren-
ticeship programs like those of the Service 
Employees International Union and the Seat-
tle Jobs Initiative’s Introduction to Healthcare 

Apprenticeship Program, both of which have identified path-
ways into the health care field that do not require a credential 
or even a degree to start. “The idea is to make these programs 
more accessible to more people, especially people of color.”

Employers themselves are grappling with an aging workforce 
and a shortage of traditional workers. Swedish Medical Center, 
which, like all area health systems has 50% more nursing jobs 
than people available to fill them, is far more flexible than it 
once was when it comes to hiring, says Mardia Shands, chief 
diversity, equity, and inclusion officer.

“Who is the ideal candidate has been completely rede-
fined,” she says. “No longer are employers sitting there say-
ing, ‘I’m only hiring someone with a four-year degree and 10 
years of experience.’ We are able to segment how we care for 

with the YWCA Seattle King Snohomish Economic Advancement 
and Works Program, where she receives a guaranteed income of 
$500 per month along with employment readiness training.

“People with no assets and no savings (get) some breath-
ing room to focus on new skills or an education,” says Mike 
Schwartz, regional director of economic advancement for the 
YWCA, which serves about 1,000 job-seekers in the region. It 
placed about half of those in jobs last year.

Seattle’s workforce development agencies have long 
worked to train and match workers with unfilled, living-
wage jobs. Today, as the city comes to grips with both a 
labor shortage and the racial inequalities made bare by the 
pandemic, the focus is increasingly on marginalized groups 
and underemployed people like Mills.

“We have seen great wealth generation in this city. But we 
have been gutting middle-class jobs and excluding people of 
color,” says Marie Kurose, executive director of the Seattle-
King County Workforce Development Council (WDC), the 
backbone of the many programs that train and place people in 
jobs. She adds, “Marginalized people have not been reaping the 
benefits of this economic growth.” 

A 2021 WDC report found significant wage gaps by race in 
Seattle. About 90% of White workers earn at least $15 an hour, 
but only 75% of Black workers and just 64% of Latinx immi-
grants make that wage. White workers in King County earned, 
on average, $65,133 in 2021. BIPOC workers, though, earned less 
than $37,448 a year, or what the University of Washington con-
siders the self-sufficiency standard to live in King County.

Seattle’s Office of Economic Development, King County, WDC, 
the Port of Seattle, the Seattle Jobs Initiative, and Seattle Colleges 
are just some of the organizations that make workforce develop-
ment part of their mission, but they do so separately, with their 
own funding streams, and often without a shared vision or plan.

A recent review found that at least 15 city of Seattle agencies 
— from Seattle City Light to Parks & Recreation to the Office of 
Finance and Administrative Services — have workforce devel-
opment initiatives. “This is both a good thing and bad,” says 
John Lederer, director of workforce development for the city’s 
Office of Economic Development. “We all realize workforce 
development is important, but it can lead to a lack of coordina-
tion and strategic direction.”

Too often, funds are rarely strategically allocated or pooled, 
actionable data are not shared, community partners have to 
apply to multiple agencies using different intake forms to place 
workers, and employers looking for workers lack a central 
resource with whom to engage. 

“We’re program rich but system poor,” Kurose adds. “If you 
look at our progress over the years, the racial disparities have 
only widened. It’s not just a skills gap. There’s been an erosion of 
living wage jobs as costs in the region have skyrocketed.” 

Those costs have increased 170% between 2001 and 2021, she 
says, citing a report from the University of Washington, noting 
wages statewide have gone up just 60%.  

A training program gave Esfalem Habtom the 
skills and confidence to launch a career.
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people, and that has reduced barriers and opened up multiple 
opportunities for people to enter the field.”

For instance, a food service worker with just a few years of train-
ing can become a pharmacy tech. To encourage this career path, 
Swedish grants 200 nursing fellowships each year to those who 
want to pursue a degree.

Dinah Romero tried nursing, but after Covid, discovered it wasn’t 
the right path for her. The 27-year-old Shoreline resident then 
became a flight attendant for Alaska Airlines — a serendipitous 
move that helped her discover her passion. She is now studying to 
become an airplane mechanic.

“I started noticing all the flyers at Sea-Tac (Airport) for a free class 
on airplane maintenance,” she says. “I went and fell in love with 
working with my hands.”

Workforce development became part of the official mission of 
the Port of Seattle, which operates Sea-Tac, in 2020. The program 

prioritizes youth, marginalized groups, and 
women like Romero. Those between 18 and 
24 have high unemployment rates, says Luis 
Navarro, the Port’s director of workforce devel-
opment. The Port last year trained 688 people and 
placed 1,600 in jobs and apprenticeships, most 
of them from targeted, lower-income zip codes.

Among them is Romero, one of just six 
women completing a two-year airframe and 
powerplant mechanics program at South 
Seattle College. She looks forward to a start-
ing wage of at least $30 an hour, almost double 
what she made as a certified nursing assistant.

A key goal is to help women access male-dom-
inated fields such as construction and airplane 
mechanics, where most of the better jobs have 
historically gone to predominantly White men. 

“Her story is part and parcel to what we’re 
trying to achieve here,” says Peter McGraw, 
the Port’s media relations officer. “One of the 
best things we can do for the economic recov-
ery of our region is to make sure that high-
paying family-wage jobs reach every corner 
of our jurisdiction. This is equity.”

Seattle Colleges has a similar mission. Facing 
enrollment declines of more than 10% in each of 
the past three years, along with a high minority 
dropout rate, the system is changing its approach. 
Hundreds of program and course offerings have 
been segmented into eight focused areas of study. 
“Rather than tell students to pick one of 300 things 
they can study, we will recruit into those areas of 
study and help them be more directed about it,” 
says Chancellor Rosie Rimando-Chareunsap.

Seattle Colleges is also trying to bring awareness to trade and 
vocational educational opportunities that lead to family-wage 
jobs. A traditional college degree isn’t for everyone, she adds.

“There’s been a lot of emphasis in high school on the need 
for a four-year degree, and that’s great,” Rimando-Chareunsap 
says. “But there hasn’t been as much space given to how one 
can learn to be an aviation tech, where you can make a mini-
mum of $80,000 a year without incurring any debt,” she says.

Kurose admits that coordinating efforts and battling societal 
inequity is an audacious goal.

“We’re dealing with some big issues here,” she notes. “These 
are root causes, like an education system that creates dispari-
ties, an unequal playing field, and industry practices that have 
not been historically inclusive. It’s not something any one of us 
can do alone. Employers, community organizations, and labor 
all collectively have to do it.” 
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Regina Mills is taking advantage of a YWCA 
training program to learn new skills. She’s 
hoping to find a permanent job soon.

S E A T T L E B U S I N E S S M A G . C O M   |  111

W e live in a country with more guns than 
humans. More mass shootings than days 
in a year. And a significant misconcep-

tion about how survivors of gun violence can heal 
and move on with their lives. 

The truth is that time does not heal all wounds. 
And unfortunately, there is no playbook for vic-
tims of gun violence, nor is there one for their col-
leagues or loved ones. 

The devastating reality is that all Americans 
will know a victim of gun violence in their life-
time. Gun violence does not discriminate; it can 

happen anytime and anywhere. What happens when these survivors are your team 
members? Your clients? And what if gun violence is carried out in your workplace? 
Or in your community? 

On Oct. 1, 2017, I was listening to the final act of the three-day Route 91 Harvest 
country music festival in Las Vegas, a festival that 58 people would not return home 
from, and one that forever changed the lives of thousands of other concertgoers. After 
surviving what I call a sickening game of millimeters, I flew home unaware that, after 
this occasion, time would not heal my wounds. 

There is a general lack of understanding of the emotional and physical impact gun 
violence can have on an individual. A study by Everytown for Gun Safety estimates 
that gun violence costs the American economy $557 billion a year, including long-
term medical care, lost wages, and lower worker productivity. 

With no playbook to reference, I assumed the best path forward was sticking to 
routine. Less than 48 hours after the shooting, I returned to work. When I stepped 
into the elevator, one of our company’s senior leaders asked about my weekend. I 
didn’t know how to answer this innocent question, but all of a sudden, I felt like 
everyone needed to know what I had been through. I told my colleague I was in the 
shooting, and I simultaneously burst into tears. He had no idea how to respond, and 
I can’t blame him one bit. 

I hid in my office and texted my boss to ask her to come by. She and our CEO sent 
me home and would only let me return once I had a doctor’s note. My doctor told me 
to take a few days off and then work a week of half days so I could look for a therapist 
and take care of myself both physically and emotionally. My company assured me I 
didn’t need to worry about my paycheck. 

I was fortunate to receive that response. Even with time off, I struggled to find 
a therapist and pay my bills, since much of the treatment I received in the weeks, 
months, and years after the shooting was not covered. So many other survivors lost 
their jobs when they were unable to return to work, and some are still unemployed 
today due to their physical or emotional wounds. 

Nearly six years after the shooting, the United States faces an epidemic that requires 
a public health approach in order to end it. As of May 2023, an average of 115 Americans 
are dying every day from gun violence. Individuals and businesses alike have a moral 
imperative to end this alarming trend, and a number of corporations are leading the way. 

After the 2018 Parkland, Fla., shoot-
ing, some of our country’s largest retail-
ers changed their gun sales policies to 
assume greater responsibility for their 
impact on human rights and lives. L.L. 
Bean, Walmart, and Kroger all raised the 
minimum age for gun sales from 18 to 21 
years old. Dick’s Sporting Goods stopped 
selling assault-style weapons and went 
so far as to destroy $5 million worth of 
assault rifles rather than return them to 
their manufacturers. 

Bank of America stopped financing gun 
manufacturers that make military-style 
firearms for civilian use. Both Delta Air 
Lines and United Airlines cut ties with 
the National Rifle Association (NRA), and 
ended their discount programs with NRA 
members. PayPal prohibited businesses 
from using its service or logo for selling 
firearms, and Salesforce banned custom-
ers that sell 3D-printed guns from using 
its software. 

Whether it’s cutting ties to the NRA, 
making your business a gun-free zone, or 
donating to gun violence prevention orga-
nizations, there are many ways you and 
your business can help end this epidemic. 

I remember wishing I could wear a 
large sign that told everyone what I had 
just been through, and how fragile I was. 
It hurt to see how quickly the rest of the 
world moved on, while the country’s new-
est round of mass shooting survivors was 
left picking up the pieces and relearning 
how to function. 

Until that playbook is written, know 
that it’s OK to be uncomfortable talking 
about gun violence. But please, do your 
part and help end this epidemic. 

Emily K. Cantrell is COO of Provail, a Seattle 
nonprofit that works with people with dis-
abilities. She also serves on the foundation 
board of the Alliance for Gun Responsibility.

THE SHOOTING NE VER STOPS
GUN VIOLENCE EXACTS A STEEP TOLL ON ALL ASPECTS OF LIFE
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