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ANDREW:  I’m very pleased to welcome you here this evening to this important event. I’m 
Andrew Pitney, the partner in charge of Corrs’ Melbourne office. And after a slight delay in 
setting up technically, we are delighted to host this event, which of course is being held by the 
Grattan Institute in association with the Foundation for Sustainable Economic Development, the 
Centre for Public Policy and Enterprise Connect. Corrs is also very proud of our participation 
with the Grattan Institute in its promotion of public policy debate tonight, with the emphasis on 
heightening awareness of the importance of productivity growth. And of course productivity 
growth is the most important determinant of improvements in our sustainable living standards. 
And it is concerning that over the past decade or so we’ve seen a decline in that productivity 
growth. 
 
But tonight we’re lucky to have Mr Dan Swinney as our guest speaker. Dan is the Executive 
Director of the Chicago Manufacturing Renaissance Council and he’ll be reflecting on the 
Council’s 25 years effort to maintain and expand high skilled manufacturing jobs in a 
partnership between business, labour, government, community organisations and educational 
institutions. That partnership has in fact successfully led to a resurgence in the manufacturing 
sector in the Chicago area and the flow on productivity growth. 
 
So, first a bit about Dan. In 1967 he graduated from the University of Wisconsin with a BA in 
History. In 1982 he founded, and in fact still directs, the not-for-profit consulting and research 
organisation known as the Centre for Labor and Community Research which was formed in 
response to the loss of thousands of jobs due to manufacturing plant closures in the Chicago 
area. And before that he in fact worked in the manufacturing industry as a machinist and a 
union organiser. 
 
Dan has been described as a wiry, kinetic organiser. It’s amazing what you can find on 
websites. I’m not sure what that means but it sounded impressive. He was a former trade union 
leader who builds bridges across the political spectrum. Dan is also the driving force behind the 
new public high school in Chicago, the Austin Polytechnic. I suspect we might see a bit about 
that if we get the YouTube shots working. And that institution will focus on teaching high tech 
manufacturing skills. 
 
Dan writes and speaks regularly for manufacturing trade organisations, universities and 
colleges, community development networks and others interested in promoting advanced 
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manufacturing and its intersection with public lives. So ladies and gentlemen, please welcome 
the wiry and kinetic Mr Dan Swinney. 
 
DAN:  Sort of a funny description. First of all it’s a real honour to be here tonight and present the 
Chicago story to you and I really thank everybody who made this event possible. In 2008 with 
the economic crisis, a lot of … a broad range of leaders in the United States began to recognise 
that some different paradigm in development, a new approach to building our economy would 
be required and began a search for that new paradigm, recognising that we’ve gone through 30 
years of a focus on high returns in a very short period of time that it had done enormous 
destruction to our economy. And that … in the 1970s, the late 1970s and early 1980s, that 
same challenge faced all of us who were working in the manufacturing community. At that time I 
was a machinist and union leader in a company in the west side of Chicago, Taylor Forge. In 
1982 Taylor Forge closed and in the same … in the area of Chicago that company is located in 
we lost 50% of our jobs in six years, and the City of Chicago lost 3,000 out of 7,000 plants in 
that … in the 1980s, 150,000 in core manufacturing jobs. And that event, those series of events 
gave rise to what we know as urban poverty in Chicago and this is reflected in other major cities 
around the country. And those of us who are in fact union social leaders at that point began 
looking for a new approach to development and began to look at new approaches for knowing 
that something fundamentally had to change. 
 
So tonight I’d like to describe to you, and it’s that search that gave rise to the Chicago 
Manufacturing Renaissance Council that I direct today. So what I’d like to do tonight is to 
describe, you know, give you a sense of the history, the vision and the programs of the Chicago 
Manufacturing Renaissance Council then describe in greater detail a public high school that we 
started that reflects those values. I plan to cover a lot of things quickly, cover a lot of the sort of 
… and hope that the questions and discussion afterwards will give greater focus to my 
comments. 
 
First of all, United States manufacturing today is at a crisis in large part due to public perception. 
Most people think that factories look like this. They look like this. We all go in here. Then it’s the 
end. It’s really … and probably 95% really of our university leaders, of our political figures, of our 
policymakers, most importantly parents and students, think that this is the case, that really there 
is no more future for manufacturing, there is no way that we can really compete in a global 
economy with low cost labour in China and India. But despite that fact, we really have a vibrant 
manufacturing economy in the United States with over a trillion and a half of output from 
manufacturing, over 12 million employees and the average salary being almost $75,000. And 
the same is true in the Chicago manufacturing economy. In the broader metropolitan area of 
Chicago we have 11,000 companies employing 320,000 people. On average people make 
$72,000 - $73,000. It’s the foundation for the state economy. And today many of our 
manufacturing companies look like this. And this is a shot of Windsor Gear, really a very 
sophisticated advanced manufacturing company. It makes plastic gears for the global economy, 
for the auto industry. If you walk into Windsor Gear you look on the walls and there’ll be … 
there’s modern art because the owner, John Windsor, wants his employees to look at 
something and realise you can’t interpret it in one way, and so on, so forth. 
 
But since 2000, just to pick a date, there really has been a shift in the character of 
manufacturing in the United States and due to the shifts of manufacturing in the global 
economy. We have now … the work that required low skill, that was typically low wage has 
gone offshore and we no longer have a competitive advantage in that kind of … that work. And 
therefore companies in Chicago, in the United States in general have gradually shifted to 
making more complex products, shifting to a higher value added work. And one of the biggest 
challenges they face is finding the highly skilled and the highly educated workforce that’s 
required to do work at all levels of the firm. 
 
And so we see the economy, as I described, as vibrant but at risk. In addition to the low skilled 
work going offshore, there’s been really an abandonment or a break in the link between public 
education and manufacturing. David Brooks of the New York Times, a regular commentator for 
the New York Times, wrote that piece last November, and he actually compared what was 
happening in the United States, what happened in the British Empire where he described the 
great-grandchildren of the builders of the empire had shifted to the more genteel life and gone 
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into … had lost the skill and the kind of rigour that was necessary for the rise of British strength. 
And equally he compared that to the United States where in the last 30 years, what began in the 
‘60s and ‘70s, people really began to look towards the service economy and what they call the 
new information age as their future. He cited that at Harvard University 60% of the men who 
graduate now go into finance and consulting. At North Western Engineering School, the 
greatest recruiter of engineers, the North Western Engineering School, often had funds, was 
really looking for people who were competent in numbers as opposed to people who were 
competent determined to be part of an innovative economy. 
 
There’s also been and remains powerful financial incentives for companies to … for the large 
publicly traded companies, the pressure from Wall Street to go offshore to really look for the 
lowest cost provider no matter where it’s found. And it’s a pressure that both moves companies 
offshore as well as the pressure that really discourages innovation and sort of takes that long 
term approach to building sectors. Particularly in the last 20 or 30 years as the governments 
both at the local level, the state level and the federal level have faced the pressures on 
manufacturing, their programs to assist the manufacturing community have been grossly 
ineffective. And in other places around the world there’s been a shift in culture. There’s been 
young people don’t look towards the manufacturing economy as their future, they have a focus 
on culture and celebrity. And so these kinds of problems have created a situation where 
manufacturing is clearly at risk. 
 
So for those of us who are in the manufacturing economy and who understand its importance 
we face, there’s a fork in the road, do we just accept the decline of manufacturing or do we 
begin to create a sort of new path? From my perspective that in the United States we maybe 
have a 10 or 15 year window of opportunity and we do maintain now a competitive advantage of 
making complex products. But if we really don’t in fact build infrastructure that makes that 
possible, that extends that, we will be surpassed by global competition and the United States as 
a society will become highly polarised in terms of compensation and essentially I think will 
become an unsustainable society. You can see those trends throughout every aspect of our 
culture at this point. 
 
So as I mentioned, those of us involved in manufacturing, the network I was part of in Chicago 
began to look … realise that something fundamental … a new approach to the economy had to 
be developed. And the first thing we recognised is that, well, we had this industrial crisis that 
began in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s. And actually as my company closed in 1982 I created 
the Centre for Labor and Community Research, because at that point, with this big crisis in 
manufacturing, there is a debate that’s going on today, is manufacturing viable? Is it viable as a 
major section of the economy in the United States? Is it really … no longer really something that 
can be sustained? 
 
So my organisation formed reacting to that question and trying to understand what was the 
future of manufacturing. And so we were called in by local governments, by unions, by 
community organisations to look at companies in crisis. As we looked at companies in crisis, of 
course found some companies that should close, I mean they were making products that were 
no longer of use, they were making slide rules or they were making electric typewriters or the 
kinds of things, and you know, sometimes we found companies like that, we really encouraged 
local government or union officials to … you have to let this one go. But on the other hand we 
looked at a number of large publicly traded companies that were in crisis. What we found, our 
companies that were in crisis because of the global economy, they were in crisis because of a 
certain business guide that was guiding their development at that point. As I mentioned I work 
for a company called Taylor Forge, and that Mr Taylor was an engineer, we utilised a lot of the 
equipment that he invented. He had a decent relationship with the workforce. And in the 1970s 
he sold the company to Gulf and Western, a company that was a sort of early leader in 
business strategies and became quite clear and the future of Gulf and Western’s business plan 
was milking the cash cow. They bought a number of manufacturing companies, they had no 
long-term commitment to those companies or to that sector, they drained the companies of their 
assets, closed the departments one by one, then shifted their funds into Dominican Republic 
sugar. They then shifted their funds into … and they bought Paramount Pictures. Then 
Paramount Pictures evaporated to Viacom. And the major shareholders of Gulf and Western 
made a ton of money in the process, but they destroyed every company they purchased during 
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that string of events. And every major publicly traded company we looked at suffered that kind 
of problem. It wasn’t that they weren’t global, you know, competitively global market, they were 
driven by business plans that were short … narrow and short term and very costly for the 
production process. 
 
We also found companies that, of course in manufacturing, most people think of manufacturing 
companies as large companies, but the reality is that 90% of them have less than 100 
employees and are privately owned. In the United States there are 13,000 publicly traded 
companies. There’s eight million privately held companies. Now as we looked at these 
companies we found that they faced problems that really could be addressed. For example, in 
these companies or first the reality of small privately held companies in the States is that 99% 
are white owned. And what happened, a lot of times these companies were started in the ‘50s 
and ‘60s. As communities changed in terms of colour or as the owners of the new companies 
made money, they moved to suburbs, now is the time to retire. In many cases the son didn’t 
want to go back into the ghetto to learn what it is, a healthy manufacturing company, or if they 
wanted to go into business, they want to go in the financial markets. We did a study of 800 
small companies and found that 40% were at risk of closing only because of the nature of 
succession crisis. So as a company, we then arranged help groups of employees by 
companies. We introduced these companies to black and Hispanic entrepreneurs. And that 
here’s a problem that was really affecting, you know, these small manufacturing companies, 
each by themselves are quite insignificant, there are 15, 20 or 30 employees. But in their 
aggregate they represent the life load of the manufacturing economy. 
 
So first of all, in our learning process, we began to recognise that manufacturing was viable in 
the United States. There certainly were problems and challenges, but with slight adjustments by 
the stance of the labor movement, by business, by government, my assessment is that probably 
80% of the companies we lost could have been saved, 80% of the jobs could have been saved 
and we would have really avoided the kind of de-industrialisation that devastated so many 
communities if we’d been a little bit more effective, a little bit more proactive. 
 
We also began to look for other models of innovation in our sort of learning curve. We … how 
many people here have heard of Mondragon? A few. It’s a really interesting story. Mondragon is 
a small town in the Basque region in Spain. And this is a good example of a leader from civil 
society leading innovation and production. In the 1940s there was a priest who was located in a 
small town. It was a very poor town, mostly rural, maybe had a couple of factories. And this guy 
named Arizmendiarrieta recognised that if this region in Spain in the Basque region was going 
to develop, they had to focus on manufacturing. So in the 1940s he launched and started a 
polytechnical school which actually this school became the model for our work in education at 
this stage. And it was a school that taught young people engineering, machining, the various 
aspects of manufacturing. It also infused the teaching with Catholic social values, that, you 
know, looked at business as a way to build community, looked at business as a way to develop 
a region, not just as a way for an individual to make money. 
 
In the 1950s he took five of his students from the polytechnical school and he bought a small 
gas stove company. Then they organised the company on a co-operative basis, one worker, 
one vote. The highest paid didn’t make more than three times the lowest paid. The company 
progressed which meant they could invest a lot of the capital that came from the profits of the 
company back into the company. The company was very successful. They launched another 
company. And today the Mondragon network of co-operatives consists of a 100 companies 
employing 130,000 people. It’s the cutting edge of the Spanish industrial economy. It’s the 
section of the industrial economy that has introduced robotics into the Spanish industrial 
society. It’s now the nucleus of … they have ... they share a bank, they’ve developed housing 
co-operatives, retail cooperatives and so on and so forth, and it remains a deep inspiration to 
those of us looking for other models. 
 
We also looked at Emilia-Romagna in Italy and it’s a good example of government intervening 
in a way to build innovation and create innovation in an industrial economy. In Northern Italy 
area this is a region that has a population about the same size as kind of in Chicago. They have 
60,000 small manufacturing companies which is sort of extraordinary. I mean in Chicago we 
have the same population but about 8,000 companies. And from the very beginning after World 
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War II, the government recognised the importance of these small companies and provided a 
variety of forms of assistance to develop their competitive capacity in the global economy. I was 
in Emilia-Romagna and met with a network of small food processing companies. And every 
month, if you were a government service centre, these companies would receive information on 
the patterns that had been let internationally to basically their competitors all across the world. 
And just receiving that information, these companies could assess do they want to stay in this 
business, do they want to get out of this business, could they innovate? And through 
government assistance they became … were able to in fact compete in a very complicated 
global economy. And the government also organised networks of small companies that had 
complementary capacities, that by working together they can compete for large international 
contracts, be successful in executing those contracts, be reassembled for a different bid, so on, 
so forth. 
 
We also turned to Germany and Denmark and everybody understood … and came to 
understand how education could really be a tremendous source of innovation. And we took a 
delegation to Germany and Denmark in 2000 and we came to understand the importance of 
linking education to work while students were in school, you know, with a dual system. Came to 
understand the value of a national skill standards and a credentialing system, which is … I 
mean you have similar approaches here in Australia. We came to see the real value of, you 
know, in both Germany and Denmark it was actually a condition imposed by allies after World 
War II. It was a social partnership of labour, of business, government, that in fact is part of the 
design of major initiatives as well as the implementation. We also saw in Germany the … we 
saw particularly in the city of Dortmund in the Ruhr Valley, in the 1970s and ‘80s, they were a 
major skill production centre in Germany, a major centre for mining, for brewing. They lost those 
industries almost totally during the ‘80s and ‘90s. But as a city they began to recognise the 
change in the global economy and the value of knowledge. And they invested deeply in 
developing educational institutions focused on things like nanotechnology, advanced 
information systems, developed research incubators. And I know, I was there in the last couple 
of years and they’ve attracted 8,000 jobs to these kinds of centres, new jobs in advanced 
manufacturing. So if they really built an education system, you know, companies would come. 
 
And we also began to explore like new theories that really corresponded to the demands of the 
global economy. And there’s a really interesting economist based in Washington, Rob Atkinson, 
who’s the author, the inspiration behind the concept called innovation economics. It’s a 
mainstream macro-economic theory that I think corresponds to the real conditions in the global 
economy. It stands in contrast to classical economics or even the Neo-Keynesian economics 
which really guide the labour movement and the social movement in the United States. It 
recognises that in our global economy that today knowledge is as important as labour and 
capital and land. It has to be considered as you address challenges and innovation and 
competition in the global economy. And I think distinctly and most importantly Atkinson 
recognises that it’s really … it’s not just the private sector that’s really responsible for 
maintaining issues of … maintaining productive capacity, the wealth creation process, but it’s a 
private public partnership that has to be a source of innovation. And that corresponds to our 
experience and corresponds to what the Chicago Manufacturing Renaissance Council is. 
 
So, and the other, sort of the background, the inspiration, the variety of inspiration or influences 
that gave rise to the work we did. In 2000 my organisation, we got a large US Department of 
Labor grant to study the education and training system in Cook County related to 
manufacturing. And we partnered with the Chicago Federation of Labor. As I described up to 
that point we understood the shifts in manufacturing according to more high value added work, 
the production of more complex products and the challenges companies had in finding people 
with adequate skill and education. And this study became the way to really document that in a 
thorough way. And so in the study in itself, it’s a study you can find on our website, we verified 
and affirmed that manufacturing really was viable, it had these characteristics of moving 
towards more complex production. We were going to find … and we … and of course we found 
that they were … had a very frustrating time, a very difficult time finding an adequately skilled 
workforce. And the numbers were quite significant. In Cook County, every year they … there 
was a need to provide about 10,500 workers to replace the losses in industry due to the baby 
boom and also requirements of companies for growth. And as we added all the graduates of all 
the programs and secondary education and post-secondary education and training centres, we 
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found maybe there were 5,000 graduates qualified to do the work. So every year we were faced 
with a deficit of companies unable to hire people, and these were jobs paying on average 
$65,000 a year. So what we found and what we summarised was that we had really a non-
functioning, a failing public education system that failed both companies that were at the cutting 
edge of competition in the global market, but also failed then the needs of citizens who were 
desperate for good careers. 
 
A good example, I mean, was a small company in the west side of Chicago, PK Tool, that does 
stamping and stamps mill parts and they moved to making much more sophisticated stampings. 
I visited the company, they were looking for a designer of the moulds for the sequence of their 
process. They were willing to pay $50 an hour plus benefits for a fulltime job. And they couldn’t 
find somebody who was adequately skilled. Yet literally 20 blocks away you had the community 
of Austin where young people only thought of work in terms of MacDonald’s or Wal-Mart, you 
know, were entering the underground economy, taking … putting their life at risk. And so here 
we had a system that was designed to be the bridge between communities and the economy 
that was totally failing. 
 
So in the report we advanced a 20 year vision of how to transform education, really based on 
studying best international practice, the experience in Germany and Denmark and elsewhere 
around the world. And probably the most significant development was that the most interested 
party in the study was the Illinois Manufacturers Association. This is an association, very 
traditional and represents 4,000 manufacturing companies in the state of Illinois, very 
conservative, very Republican, had a long history of and remains anti-labour and typically fights 
labour in terms of social legislation. But they responded to our report because our report 
actually effectively and honestly acknowledged the problem, it identified the problem of public 
education wasn’t funding, it was performance and we offered significant ways to overcome the 
problem. They then sought out a partnership with our organisation. We actually did a study for 
them that sort of affirmed the same kinds of issues and made the point that if the manufacturing 
association went on what we call the high road, basically returned to an old fashioned way of 
doing business where there was a sense of stewardship, long term commitment to the sector, to 
the companies, that we could arrange a partnership between labour, business and government 
that was broad enough and big enough to bring about the changes in the educational system 
and other changes in society that were necessary for the revitalisation of the manufacturing 
sector. And they agreed. And so in 2005 the Illinois Manufacturers Association, the Chicago 
Manufacturing Renaissance Council … I’m sorry, the Chicago Federation of Labor, the 
Manufacturing Association and the city government of Chicago created the Chicago 
Manufacturing Renaissance Council. 
 
And the Renaissance Council is a strategic partnership of those business communities of labour 
and government. Our objectives of the Renaissance Council is that we should be … to meet the 
strategy applies in any, you know, a major region of particularly of the developed world and it 
should be the cutting edge of what’s happened in the developing world, that we should be a 
global leader in the manufacturing of complex products. And our competitive advantage should 
be our partnership, our strategic partnership between labour and business and government in 
achieving that goal. 
 
And I’ll describe in a minute the programs of the Renaissance Council. But the biggest 
challenge and the most important feature of this is that it reflects a true partnership it has now 
been sustaining for over six years. And at the heart of that partnership is a relationship between 
labour and business. And so the way it started, we had a report, we had interest of the parties. 
So I spent a year meeting with the two top leaders, the head of the Illinois Manufacturers 
Association and the head of the Federation of Labor, to talk to them about the dynamics of a 
partnership that was focused on our global advantage in manufacturing. And probably the most 
important quality of keeping this partnership was to define the limits of the partnership. So we’re 
very clear that our … the purpose of the Renaissance Council and this kind of phenomena is 
focused solely on becoming global leaders in making complex things, of preserving the 
partnership, of seeking dramatic reform in education and being committed to community 
development. There’s tons of issues where labour and business will continue to disagree, where 
government will be on the other side of things, and that’s fine. So we … the skill of the coalition 
is to constantly define its limits and then to protect those limits as we continue to work together. 

Manufacturing Regained: New Prospects for Business and Regional Communities – Dan Swinney 
5 April 2011 – Transcript  p.7 



 

 
And the other part of the Renaissance Council is our deep commitment to being bipartisan. In 
other words we intentionally and deliberately build the support of the Republican party, of the 
Democratic party, of any independent political figures around this coalition, knowing that that 
kind of breadth is essential if it’s going to bring about the changes that are necessary to really 
build the manufacturing sector. 
 
Just briefly, the programs for the Renaissance Council are … we have a top leadership. I’m the 
executive director of the Renaissance Council, I have … the co-chairs are the head of the Labor 
Federation and the head of the Mayor’s Business Organisation, the top leader in the community 
college system. We have programs in secondary education and in post-secondary education, I’ll 
talk about the high school in more detail. But in the community college system we found a 
system that was really abysmal in its performance to meet the needs of manufacturers, and 
we’ve had a four year fight to … truly a fight to force the leadership to affiliate the programs of 
the community college with national standards in metalworking. We’ve written a curriculum, 
rearranged their course design. And again not because we’re educators, but we know that 
manufacturing can’t survive as a sector in Chicago without that performance of our post-
secondary institutions. We’re also involved in creating effective business services and … that 
are geared by the demands of companies and needs of companies. And then we’re looking for 
things like how do we expand the business of particularly smaller companies. So we have a 
focus on how do … we now have eight or 10 European companies who make wind turbines 
coming to the United States to take advantage of the market. There’s 8,000 components in a 
wind turbine. So our role is to educate smaller companies about what are the kinds of products 
that go into a wind turbine, how to be introduced to a OEM in the wind turbine sector, how to 
meet the quality standards of this very demanding sector. 
 
The other thing that is sort of … that was critical to the Renaissance Council is our broader 
vision. And one thing we made clear is we don’t see manufacturing as a private matter. The 
thing that makes our message distinctive in the United States or in the communities is our really 
… this really is a private matter and it’s a very important sector, but it’s also central for the 
develop … central to the public agenda and for anybody who sees and shares the concern 
about the general development of sustainable society. So we define advanced manufacturing 
as the intersection of the most advanced technology, of science, of human innovation, of critical 
thinking. Advanced manufacturing is not just making a product or a new technology, it’s also 
engineering, it’s design, it’s really developing services for the clients who buy the products. 
 
And from our perspective, advanced manufacturing represents the highest possible fusion of 
public and private interests. And to me that’s the most important thing of our mission. We see 
this … that advanced manufacturing in and of itself represents the highest possible fusion of 
public and private interests. And what that means is those of us in this room who are actually 
given control of the Australian economy today, and we want to address issues like poverty, it 
would be an economy based on advanced manufacturing. If we’re concerned about the 
environment, it would be an economy in a society that was based on advanced manufacturing. 
 
So with advanced manufacturing it’s first of all … I mean it’s sort of interesting, we no longer … 
our competitive advantage is an advanced manufacturing, like we saw in the States, and it’s the 
only centre that can build a broad based middle class. And it’s something you can … it’s just 
because of really the wages and the economics, the manufacturing the average pay is $75,000 
a year. Each manufacturing job creates five additional jobs in the economy. In the service sector 
average wage in the States is $31,000 and maybe the ripple effect or the ratio is it creates one 
additional job in the economy. Retail is $17,000 a year. So manufacturing, if you’re concerned 
about a broad based middle class which the President says he is concerned about, it’s only 
manufacturing and advanced manufacturing that’s going to achieve that. 
 
It’s the only sector that can address the concerns of the environment which are very strongly 
broad based concerns. It’s not going to be lawyers suing companies, it’s not going to be 
activists opposing a waste dump. This is going to finally be engineers, industrial developments, 
developers and develop the products and the processes that will be at the solution to the crisis 
in the environment. 
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And most interesting to me, as a person who came from a machining background and played a 
… had a number of jobs in production, work in manufacturing now involves and requires not 
only skills in math and in technology, it requires critical thinking, requires the ability to work in 
teams, the ability to communicate. And the work itself is truly transformative. So from our 
perspective advanced manufacturing really builds social capital while … and builds families, 
builds individuals during the work day as well as providing them with a standard of living after 
work that’s good. So for us it’s really the kind of society that those of us who are interested in 
any aspect of a sustainable society have to support. And so the vision of the Renaissance 
Council is that as a region, as a city, we should be leading the race to the top than watching a 
gradual slide to the bottom which is often the case in Chicago. 
 
Our first project that was proposed in 2005 with our formation was the creation of a public high 
school called Austin Polytechnical Academy. And because we recognised that unless we in fact 
began a process of dramatic educational reform, every other notion we had about advanced 
manufacturing or the need for this kind of development was impossible. Austin Polytech is a 
small public high school on the west side of Chicago. It’s in a community which is really one of 
the poorest and most difficult communities in the city of Chicago. It’s an African-American 
community, it probably has an unemployment rate of 30%, it has high crime rates, a high or 
percentage of residents compared to other communities that go to prison and return to the 
community. The school itself, and in fact people ask us well why are you going to Austin, yeah, 
we proposed the school. And we said … we in fact said because it’s Austin, because we want to 
demonstrate that if there was going to be revival of the American economy, that would include 
communities that had been deeply affected by de-industrialisation that had been marginalised. 
This was in fact a vision of the economy that would be inclusive of building a broad based 
middle class and overcoming challenges like poverty. 
 
The school itself is … it’s focused on the metalworking industry. We have 70,000 people who 
work in metalworking in the Chicago region, which means if this is even a sector that faces, the 
retirement of the baby boom which will mean 40% of the workforce will leave in the next 10 
years, it’s enormous opportunity, this sector. We say it’s both college prep and career prep and 
what we mean by that is we also … that just to go into entry level positions now in 
manufacturing require the same kind of education of going into college, it requires competency 
in math, in English and standard courses. And so in the school we have those standard 
courses, we also have … each student takes a four year pre-engineering course. Each student 
is required to take an advanced machining course. It gives them that experience, whether or not 
they go into manufacturing and sort of like taking chemistry and whether or not you become a 
chemist, it’s important discipline. And we expect kids to graduate with both a high school 
diploma, but equally important, maybe more important to the students is they graduate with 
nationally recognised credentials in metalworking, which even … and we found actually that a 
lot of companies in Chicago no longer require high school diploma because it doesn’t mean the 
holders of that diploma have the competencies to do work. But if you have a nationally 
recognised credential, you can do that work ‘cause you’ve already proven your competency. 
 
We make it very clear we see the school … we always say that this is not a trade school, not a 
vocational school. This is a school that trains the next generation of leaders in all aspects of 
manufacturing. So we’re talking about, you know, pride in education that prepares kids for 
positions in skilled production positions, but also positions in management. We talk seriously 
about ownership. You know, as I mentioned before, a huge problem in small companies is the 
succession. So we need a new generation of young people who aspire, young people who 
come from the African-American community who know that that could be on … in their future. 
We talk about careers outside of the plant. One of the partners for the school is a law school, 
John Marshall Law School, that has started a course in the context of our engineering program 
that teaches young people intellectual property rights. And we have now a group of 10 or 15 
students who meet with law students on a weekly basis. Our students recently participated in 
mock trials involving IP and our students were awarded over $100,000 in scholarships to go to 
law school. So we see a career in manufacturing as being a lawyer doing intellectual property 
rights. We see a career in manufacturing being … having a PhD in nanotechnology. We see a 
career in manufacturing being engaged in industrial policy and in human relations and labour 
rights. So we cast manufacturing a very broad based, very broad way that is both realistic, 
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because all those careers are essential for the vibrancy of a productive economy, but they also 
make our school and education far more appealing to a broader range of students. 
 
This small school, we have 65 companies that are partners with the school, and most of these 
are small privately held companies. Again, the companies that depend on public sector, a 
competent public sector for their survival. These companies are attracted … their main purpose 
is to provide exposure to work, to be available for factory tours. So where we have freshmen 
and sophomores, we take them to companies so they can see what is the kind of work that 
could be part of their future. Companies provide opportunities for job shadowing. And since 
we’re dealing with a small company, a student will spend five or six hours in a company, walking 
around with the owner of the company or the lead engineer, being exposed to options they 
never considered possible. The companies provide summer jobs, internships and are now 
offering career jobs to our students. 
 
And we think this whole approach of sort of contextual learning is first of all the best way that 
any of us learn. It also provides … gives our students the sense that there are real opportunities 
that follow school, whether it’s not just the hope that they have a future. 
 
And then another major component, I mean, I guess there’s a movie that’s come to Australia 
now, it’s called Waiting for Superman. It’s about American public education reform. And there 
you see a whole focus, and it’s the focus of American public education, high school education 
for the last 20 or 30 years. Everything’s about college prep. And from our perspective, and 
college is important and we encourage students to go as high as they can in terms of education, 
but if you say your only purpose is college prep, what you’ve got is a career portal for kids to 
leave the community, then who knows what they’re going to do once they have a college 
education. So we say the purpose of Austin Polytech is to rebuild this community. So in the first 
instance we’ve now created a realistic and strong linkage between our students, young people 
and local manufacturing companies. And these students are going to be offered jobs that could 
be their job for life. We’re now in the process of opening the Machining Centre, a machining 
centre that was made possible by the investment of our companies. We’re opening that in the 
evenings with the parents of our students, so they also can receive credentials and have access 
to the jobs that are available. We’re also extending this and also to extend this to people who 
are coming out of prison, because again there’s a huge demand for again high paying jobs. And 
so if a person … you know, a person’s come out of prison has the credentials, is drug free, is 
honest about their background, their employment opportunities that wait for them, that keep 
them from returning to the cycle of going back into prison. And Austin Polytech is a proposal … 
the creation of an Austin or global energy innovation partner, a research incubation centre and 
business incubation centre that would be linked to the wind energy sector for the purpose of 
partnering with various universities, commercialising new ideas with a … as a stimulus for either 
starting companies or for attracting companies. So we see this combination of features of Austin 
Polytech is a way that this community could rebuild its fabric over a period of time, because 
today in the global economy, companies site, or their requirement for siting in an area is the fact 
that there is a supply of an educated workforce on all levels. And things like an innovation part 
also can stimulate the growth in new businesses. 
 
The school was featured by President Obama when he was running for office, and more 
recently the school and the Renaissance Council has been the subject of a lot of attention 
nationally. So we’ve now started the … we started the San Francisco Bay Area Manufacturing 
Renaissance Council with a focus in the East Bay. We’ve been meeting with administration 
officials, we had a meeting at the White House in December to meet with the advisors of the 
President from education, from manufacturing, from community affairs and with major 
departments. And so we’re now looking to see if the President will follow up his interest with a 
commitment to actually really create a national manufacturing renaissance campaign that really 
contends and discusses these issues and top academic and intellectual circles that really works 
to change the public perception of manufacturing and that the traditional demonstration sites to 
demonstrate the power of this approach. 
 
And finally we think we are at a turning point. Like from my perspective again there’s a sort of 
window of opportunity and the United States can either take advantage of that window and 
really build our production capacity or we really will be pushed to the margins of the global 
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economy, have a highly polarised and finally unsustainable society. It means … this whole 
approach means new responsibilities, new kinds of partnerships. I mean we’re known for 
making and creating unlikely partnerships, but we demonstrate our ability to sustain that. And 
we’ve also demonstrated the ability of Austin Polytech to intervene in communities that have 
been written off by many people and to really raise the aspirations of our youth for their own 
careers and for their own role in changing our society. 
 
So that’s really the end of my comments. We were hoping, and we had technical problems in 
terms of showing a short video that appeared on PBS. You can probably, if you’re more 
successful than we are finding it on YouTube. But let me just end there and just open it up for 
questions or discussion. So … 
 
SAUL:  Thank you very much, Dan, for that exposition of your long experience in Chicago and 
in the United States more generally. My name is Saul Eslake and I’m the Director of the 
Productivity Program at the Grattan Institute, and my role here is just to moderate the question 
and answer session that I hope will follow from that. There’s a lot of stimulating thoughts that 
you put out there and some of them have direct relevance to the experience of Australian 
manufacturing, certainly some of the things that you say about the public image of 
manufacturing in the community and the disconnect between the outputs of the education 
system and the needs of the more sophisticated manufacturing base issues that I think the 
manufacturing sector feels strongly about in this country as well. One of the other issues that 
manufacturing here is particularly confronting and may do for some time is the impact of the 
competition with the mining sector as the demand … as a source of highly paid jobs demanding 
a certain amount of skills, and in this country that’s been magnified by movements in the 
exchange rates. Ten years ago one of your dollars was worth two of ours. Now one of your 
dollars is worth less than one of ours. And that makes life particularly difficult for the 
manufacturing sector. Is there anything given that you did go through a period where one of the 
problems facing manufacturing was a very strong US dollar, you don’t have that problem so 
much now, but how did manufacturers in the United States grapple with that problem of 
something totally beyond their control in the form of an elevated exchange rate, potentially 
undermining whatever efforts they might have made to improve their competitiveness and move 
up the value added and complexity chains? 
 
DAN:  Well, I mean that’s exactly … the only response they could have was to move up a value 
added chain. I mean there’s a company like … one of our partner companies is Hudson 
Precision. And maybe 10 or 15 years ago 90% of its work was really commodity products, you 
know, huge runs of a million parts and maybe 10% of their business was small exotic things in 
the medical field of parts for prosthetics and parts that would go into the body, things for 
defence. To survive, that company has now flipped, so 90% of its work is very sophisticated 
work and a very small percentage of work is commodity. The owner of the company, Joan 
Wrenn, she actually interviews prospective employees. One of her standard questions, are you 
a person who likes to know what you’re going to do every day? And yeah, most of us would 
respond, yeah, you know … but that response is the wrong response, because she needs 
prospective workers at all levels who understand that every day is going to be challenging, 
every day is going to be problem solving, every day is going to be a crisis of some kind. She 
needs people who are thinking constantly out of the box, constantly changing, working within a 
system, constantly changing the system. So to me the crisis … and to me it’s … I mean we’ve 
had crises, it’s … the manufacturing sector has really demonstrated its resiliency. Now the 
question is can the public sector have the same resiliency and refine and reform itself in its 
education systems, in its approach to services that creates a match that really can build a 
society. 
 
SAUL:  Questions from the floor. Please, if you are going to, wait for Anna to come around and 
put a microphone under your nose so that we can all hear what you’re saying. Are there any 
questions from the floor? Just in the front row here. 
 
AUDIENCE:  How do your business people look at the finance? The problems, you know, sort 
of for business is always getting finance. How do you sort of get your new companies finance? 
 

Manufacturing Regained: New Prospects for Business and Regional Communities – Dan Swinney 
5 April 2011 – Transcript  p.11 



 

DAN:  I mean our companies … I mean, you know, they … just through … I mean we are 
involved directly in finance in the sense that our companies just finance through normal 
traditional means, both … there has been a problem of availability of finance, pressured by … 
from the financial markets were very, you know … money is expensive. Actually we’ve been 
talking here, I mean I think one of our challenges of the Renaissance Council is to identify 
particular pools of finance that could be used to really reward … occasionally reward and 
support companies that are moving really up sort of the value chain. But that has been the area 
of our work at this stage. 
 
SAUL:  Second question. Did I see, right down the back there, Ana, sorry about that. 
 
AUDIENCE:  Hi. You said that the focus was [unclear 48:39] had developing a comparative 
advantage in highly developed products, highly advanced products. The problem is that of 
course we can’t all have a comparative advantage in the same thing and that if Chicago or the 
US more broadly develops that, that advantage, that competitive advantage, then there’s a bit of 
a challenge then in scaling that or in adapting it to somewhere else. How do you see, even with 
your experience in trying to move to San Francisco, how do you see resolving that problem of 
multiple cities trying to specialise in the same thing? 
 
DAN:  Well I think we have a huge and growing global economy and we have huge aspirations. 
And so I think, I mean it is a competitive environment, but I think as … a part of the idea of 
advanced manufacturing is sort of anticipating the products for the future, the products that 
meet social need. So for example, 10 years ago markets related to renewable energy were 
quite small, quite marginal. Now the potential for just wind energy alone is like a $75b market. I 
think … so the whole idea of advanced manufacturing is now being really the most effective, the 
most competitive and producing existing products, and beginning to visualise new products that 
can be … that meet the needs of a society. So I mean there’s just enormous demand, unmet 
demand to every society to be part of competing to make products that are lower cost, parts that 
satisfy that demand. I mean that’s what progress is all about. 
 
SAUL:  Was one here. 
 
AUDIENCE:  My question relates to that activity very well. My question really was do you do 
targeting to actually provide products that will be actively consumed locally rather than trying to 
go to the export market so much? Conventional wisdom is we’ve got to be exporting, you’ve got 
to be exporting and often we forget the import substitution argument that is a little bit old 
fashioned now but still seems to have currency. 
 
DAN:  Yeah. At the heart of our work, I mean, to a … for example in Chicago, the first thing we 
did is, you know, the study I described in 2000, and part of this study was when we were talking 
about the shortcomings in the education system. But the foundation for the study was identifying 
the new key sectors in the Chicago manufacturing economy. I mean we had 122 sectors and 
four of those were really key and dominated and were the important ones that had potential for 
growth. And then we look at each particular sector to see what its needs and possibilities are, 
whether it’s export or import. Our recent study of the Bay area discovered that there really is a 
huge possibility for import substitution, you know, that there is … that existing companies 
generally are importing, their supply chain is global and outside the region, so there’s enormous 
opportunity for local companies to meet that demand and have a competitive advantage. So to 
us, whether it’s export or import, it’s important, but the key thing is … I mean we are mostly 
interested in products that are … that, you know, link to the environment, link to … have a social 
redeeming value, but we’re just at the beginning of a process. The main thing is we need to 
build an appreciation for the fact that we have to be … to deliberately be a productive economy, 
and we have to have our partner … once you have a social partnership, it begins to shape your 
thinking of what kinds of products, what kind of processes, what other kinds of dynamics do you 
want as part of this mix. 
 
SAUL:  There’s another over here in that … Ana, around here. 
 
AUDIENCE:  I’ll speak up. 
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SAUL:  Okay. It sounds like you’ve got a loud voice. 
 
AUDIENCE:  In a lot of … it’s quite easy or relatively easy to sit here and look at you talk 
through the slides that lay out a 20 year initiative that you’ve been working on, and to think well 
why couldn’t we do that. I’m really … and I’d like to hear your thoughts on what was the glue 
that kept the whole initiative together over the 20 years that it took you to transfer from your own 
experience in coming out of a manufacturing business right through to the point where you’ve 
been able to realise those successes? How did you keep all the cogs together? 
 
DAN:  Well I mean it took a lot of hard work, a lot of patience and persistence on our part. But I 
think the most important thing is that we identified something that is really just objectively 
happening in the global economy. This is in, you know, the Renaissance Council which is not an 
idea that makes social sense. Then we had companies that actually were, for their own interest, 
and for traditional interest, to make money were competing and recognised that in order to 
compete they had to become more complex. That then created a real demand on the education 
system that then … well we were smart enough to do, clever enough to do, but it’s, you know, 
it’s to show how we can in fact see the self-interests of the public sector and the private sector 
that was beneficial for both and create practical programs that could realise that partnership. 
So, I mean a lot of times people say well is this uniquely a Chicago phenomenon? Or is this 
uniquely the product of one kinetic, wiry organiser or something like that? I mean you do need 
leadership, but what we found even in our work that we now have, now that we’ve articulated a 
kind of a private public partnership, the sort of kind of vision, we have people coming from all 
sectors who are really capable of providing very strong leadership to advance the kind of 
projects. So in our high school we have 65 companies who are partners for the school. Our 
industrial coordinator is actually a person who previously owned one of those companies. He’s 
in his 70s, he’s had 50 years of experience in manufacturing, he’s totally excited about our 
work. He now works in our school, he is the one who recruits companies. He interfaces between 
the companies and the students. He’s really an extraordinary person. And so my view is that we 
sort of articulated something that is really needed by society at this stage, and therefore we’re 
attracting people with enormous talent from all sectors to participate in the efforts of … yeah I 
think to start a demonstration a new model is it takes a lot of work and some creativity and we 
learn from others. But I think once you have something that’s in place, it’s not really that 
complicated to replicate and to go to a larger scale. 
 
SAUL:  There’s one down the back, then there’s two on the left hand side. So the one down the 
back first, if … 
 
AUDIENCE:  Hi, I’m from a rural community, and sorry I was late tonight, I got caught in traffic. 
I’m really interested to know more about how you recruited people into the Polytechnic, young 
people. I’m particularly interested about what was the motivation for them going. Is it a cool 
factor? Like we find our young people, that, you know, it’s almost used as a threat by their 
parents that you don’t do your classes you’ll end up working in the factory. You know, I’m really 
interested to know how you work with young people to get them to see that. Was it motivation 
towards a career or … or what else, and how you actually selected those students? 
 
DAN:  Well first of all, for the design of the school, it is a public school and the idea, that the 
design, it means that we have students who have a chance not to go to school but also work, 
which means the ideas that we’d have four or five schools around the city of Chicago as 
opposed to one central school that was sort of the manufacturing school. Our students are … 
we say it’s a school of choice in the sense that students and their parents need to know what 
they’re getting into, that it’s a manufacturing school and have an orientation. But there’s no 
testing. We actually deliberately sought out students that had learning disabilities. We have 15% 
or 20% of our students have learning disabilities because we know in manufacturing there’s a 
broad range of careers. When we first started the school there was in fact opposition in the 
community because … exactly for what you said, that people said, and particularly in the black 
community, the history of education linked to manufacturing, there’s a history of being track and 
to menial, dead end dangerous jobs, while white students went to … became doctors and 
lawyers and went to maybe universities. So from the very beginning we said in fact that the 
school is exactly the opposite of that purpose, but, you know, so one of our staff is a community 
organiser and does community outreach to explain what the poss … because we’re basically 

Manufacturing Regained: New Prospects for Business and Regional Communities – Dan Swinney 
5 April 2011 – Transcript  p.13 



 

saying with this kind of school, this community could be controlling its own economy. In fact the 
reason it lost 20,000 industrial jobs in the last 20 years is those who were making decisions 
lived outside this community, and we are developing an education process that can reverse 
that. So in the first years we had real difficulty with enrolment, and even a couple of years ago 
we only had 50 students that came into the freshroom class. This year we have 400 students on 
the waiting list and 200 students have identified this as their highest priority. Because we now 
have a track record of students working, we’ve done community outreach, we’ve worked with 
community organisations. So actually we have, I mean the issue of perceptions on the 
manufacturing side, the manufacturing is demeaning and so we have very much part of this 
work is the political work of re-educating communities. Our composition, our students 100% 
come from our communities, 54% of students are girls because it is a community school, so on 
and so forth. 
 
SAUL:  Richard. 
 
AUDIENCE:  Do you have any process for bringing to an end specific programs that aren’t 
working as well as others so that you can focus on what is particularly successful in your 
portfolio of programs? 
 
DAN:  Do we have a process of bringing projects to an end? 
 
AUDIENCE:  Well if there’s something … of evaluating how things are working. So if something 
isn’t working that well … 
 
DAN:  Yeah. 
 
AUDIENCE:  … you can divert resources to … 
 
DAN:  Yeah, we do. I mean we just hire one of our … I mean to us these projects have to be 
really closely evaluated and tracked, and so our school is only four years old. I just hired a new 
policy director who has a background in education evaluation, that’s really critical that we 
demonstrate the actual performance of these schools in every respect. How our students fared 
compared to their peers, do they actually get jobs or the quality of those jobs, how long are they 
retained in those jobs, so on and so forth. So that’s our … part of the next stage of our work and 
particularly as we replicate the project. We do think the anecdotal evidence of our school is 
quite positive. I mean, the number of partners we have is really way beyond the kinds of 
partnerships any other career school has in the City of Chicago. The number of credentials our 
students are earning is way beyond … is eight times any other school in the system is doing. 
But we have to have rigorous evaluation in the new approach. 
 
SAUL:  Was one more over on the left hand side there, yes, okay. 
 
AUDIENCE:  My question relates to the contribution … 
 
SAUL: Can you just, sorry, just wait for the microphone, and so, yeah. 
 
AUDIENCE:  My question relates to the contribution the government has made to the success 
of the program. [Unclear 59:20] the importance of education, but I imagine that other quite 
crucial contributions the government has made. What have they been? 
 
DAN:  Well, I mean, so first of all the government is central, I mean they’re a central partnership 
and education has actually been the main way that the City has supported us. But also from the 
corporate budget, the City of Chicago has contributed $100,000 a year to the project. The fact 
that the City and its leadership participates in the Chicago Manufacturing Renaissance Council 
is really critical because from time to time we’ll have problems, whether it’s an educational thing 
we’re doing and we have to intervene. And so having that support from the administration is 
really critical. But let me say the government didn’t lead the process. I mean, what really drove 
our process was having manufacturing companies acknowledge that this was something that 
was needed and there was an absolute demand. The first funding that came for the 
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Renaissance Council came from both Labor and the Manufacturing Association. And then the 
City really responded to the demand and the opportunity was made available to them. 
 
SAUL:  I’ll take one last one. Down the back and then we’ll have an opportunity outside for 
some more one on one conversation. So just one last question down the back near where Anna 
is. 
 
AUDIENCE:  I’m also from a rural community. I’m just wondering, we have trouble getting 
teachers into schools, particularly with skills. Do any of the companies that are partnering with 
you actually employ teachers in the school? 
 
DAN:  Well actually we do … I mean the companies, one of their challenges … we also have 
difficulty finding teachers who really understand the vision of the school and support the vision. 
But one thing the companies have done is we developed a program called Teacher 
Manufacturing Mentors. And we’ve had leaders in companies, owners of companies come in to 
meet the teachers to help them develop curriculum. Well for example there’s a tendency in a 
school for people to see the manufacturing side as engineering programs and machine 
programs. And then English and science and so on and so forth somehow apart from that. So 
one role the companies have played is to actually work with teachers to talk about the themes 
they … that allow them to develop a much richer sort of innovative approach to education. The 
companies, we had resistance from the Chicago public school system ‘cause it is a public 
school, of hiring a teacher that was qualified to teach the machining class. The public school 
system simply wanted to bring in a retired factory worker. It didn’t have any understanding of the 
standards that were necessary to be successful. So the companies themselves, I mean and 
actually our companies have invested $250,000 over the last two years, in the depth of 
recession, invested in public education both to create a machine shop with CNC machines and 
lathes and mills and so on, so forth, but also to hire the instructor, so our instructor in machine 
class is on my staff, paid for by the manufacturers to ensure that our students are successful in 
getting the education they need to then in fact get the careers they’re looking for. 
 
SAUL: Well Dan, thank you very much for that thought provoking account of how 
manufacturing matters to communities and why there’s got to be an integrated effort between 
companies and labour unions and governments and communities and educators to make a 
difference, which is sounds like you’ve done. So can I thank you, thank the Foundation for 
Sustainable Economic Development at the Faculty of Business and Economics at the University 
of Melbourne and Enterprise Connect in the federal Department of Innovation, Industry and 
Scientific Research for bringing you to Australia and for arranging this event. Of course it 
wouldn’t also have been possible without the sponsorship of Corrs Chambers and Westgarth. 
So notwithstanding your passing comment about lawyers that I’m sure was taking in the spirit 
that it was intended, thank you Andrew for hosting the evening. Dan, in appreciation of … in our 
appreciation of your efforts, here’s a local manufactured product. 
 
DAN:  Oh, great. 
 
SAUL:  It’s classified in our statistics as a manufactured product, not an agricultural product, a 
fine Australian wine. Thank you very much.  
 
End of recording 


