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Chancellor Bradley Byrne announces new initiatives to 
address East Alabama job losses, plant shutdowns 

 
Spring 2009 blew an ill wind of bad economic news into many Alabama, communities, 
particularly in East Alabama, where Chambers County saw unemployment rocket to 18.1 
percent in March, and Lee County residents heard in April that the BFGoodrich Tire 
Manufacturing plant in Opelika would shutter its operation permanently Oct. 31, idling 1,000 
employees. 

 
In two community briefings held Wednesday at the Southern Union State Community College 
campuses in Valley and Opelika, Alabama Community College System Chancellor Bradley 
Byrne, who chairs the State Workforce Planning Council, along with state and local officials 
and workforce development partners, sought to assure citizens that help is available and 
exciting new initiatives are under way. 
 
New Technology Building for Southern Union-Valley 
 
In the Valley community briefing, Chancellor Byrne announced the selection of PH&J 
Architects Inc. to design a new Technology Building at the campus, and unveiled an artist’s 
rendering of a 10,000-square-foot facility that will prepare students for high-wage, high-
demand occupations in the area. (Artist’s rendering attached.) 

 
“This building will be designed for maximum flexibility, with a mission of training workers as 
quickly as possible for high-demand jobs through a short-term Manufacturing Technology 
certificate,” Byrne said. Students in this program will study subjects such as fundamentals of 
electricity, industrial and construction wiring, industrial motors, industrial mechanics, 
mechanical measurement and technical drawing, and preventive maintenance. The building 
features 6,000 square feet of flexible labs with data connections. Labs and classrooms will  
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offer classes in the day and evening for approximately 30 students at a time initially, and some 
60 at capacity.  
 
“Despite the downturn in some sectors,” said Dr. Matthew Hughes, director of the Governor’s 
Office of Workforce Development, “the skills taught in Manufacturing Technology are in high 
demand and students who complete a Manufacturing Technology program are in high demand 
at companies like Kia and their suppliers.” 
 
Groundbreaking on the building is expected this summer, and classes will start fall semester of 
2010.  
 
In the interim we have several initiatives that will address the critical workforce development 
needs in the area. On May 4, 5, and 6 we will have the Mobile Career Center opening on the 
Valley campus. We encourage everyone who has not taken advantage of this option to do so. 
By July 1, or before on the Valley campus we will have two mobile training units: the Mobile 
Machine Tool Training Facility and the Computerized Numerical Control Unit.  
 
Meanwhile, Byrne urged citizens without a high school diploma to work toward earning a 
GED, and he pointed out that retraining for workers dislocated due to plan shutdowns, dual 
enrollment with local high schools, and associate degree programs offered through Southern 
Union’s Opelika and Wadley campuses offer even more opportunities for local citizens to 
launch new careers. 
 
Retool, re-train for re-employment 
 
For the BFGoodrich employees who have worked all their lives at the tire plant, some re-
tooling will probably be necessary to make these dislocated workers more attractive to new 
employers in different industries. “This shutdown is going to have a very big impact on this 
area,” Byrne said, “so we wanted to do something big and unique to help the BFGoodrich 
employees get a jumpstart on positioning themselves well for a new career.” 
 
The first week in June, Byrne announced, Southern Union-Opelika will host an innovative 
three-day Retool/Re-Train/Re-Employ Expo.  
 
The RRR Expo will bring together the state’s Rapid Response Team, Career Centers, Alabama 
JobLink, and area community colleges to help BFGoodrich employees learn of the broad array 
of services and opportunities available to them. One-on-one counseling will be available to 
assist workers in identifying new career goals and education and training requirements 
associated with them. 
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Support staff and approximately 150 computers will be available to assist employees in 
registering onsite with Alabama JobLink, the state’s premier online employment service. 
Alabama SuperComputer Authority, Southern Union, and the mobile Career Center, which was 
on hand for Wednesday’s announcement, are providing the computers for this effort. 
 
Workers attending the morning or afternoon presentations during the event can learn about the 
full range of services available to them as a result of the impending shutdown, and to 
encourage early registration on Alabama JobLink in order that dislocated workers can more 
quickly and conveniently access employment services and unemployment benefits. 
 
“We know that people can be in a state of shock when they find out they are losing their jobs,” 
Byrne said. “The last thing we want them to have to do is to navigate a lot of different agencies 
and programs. We are developing this RRR Expo as a model for the future as we streamline 
the response of multiple state agencies to mass layoffs and plant shutdowns,” Byrne said.  
 
“This way,” Byrne said, “we’re coming to the employees in the most efficient, effective, 
responsive way possible, saying to them ‘This is what we can do for you: Please take 
advantage of it.’ 

 
A matrix of area community college short-term technical offerings is attached. 
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