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Intellectual Capital

Issue:
West Virginia is struggling to attract and retain young people with the skills and drive to improve economic and community life in the state.    
Background:
In 2006, the sister organization of the Charleston Chamber of Commerce, the Charleston Area Alliance, created a young professionals group for the purpose of attracting and retaining 25-40 year olds to the region and fostering the next generation of leadership.  This group, now dubbed “Generation Charleston,” provides emerging leaders from a wide variety of professions with opportunities for community involvement, professional development, and social networking.  An increasing number of regions and municipalities throughout the state have created similar groups, including in 2008, a statewide group called “Generation West Virginia.”  The participation in these organizations has far exceeded initial expectations.  For instance, in four years, the Generation Charleston group has grown to nearly 800 members.            
States are in a stiff competition for this coveted demographic and are employing innovative strategies to create an economy and community attractive to this group of professionals.  
According to a study by “CEOs for Cities,” two-thirds of college-educated young people report that they will make the decision of where they live first then look for a job within that area.  The factors that these young professionals weigh when deciding where to live include so-called “soft,” quality of life issues such as the opportunity to get involved in the community, access to mentors, and participation in a strong social network of their peers.  The above mentioned young professional groups go a long way toward addressing these issues.  

However, many recent graduates are also faced with difficult economic realities due to relatively low earning power, expanding debt balances primarily as a result of student loans to pay for rising costs in higher education, and the expense of starting a family.  This proposal would be an important first step in alleviating some of the economic concerns inherent in such a decision    

Recommendation:

The loss of young professionals is a self perpetuating cycle and requires decisive and creative action to reverse the trend.  

The Charleston Regional Chamber proposes a two point strategy to retain and attract young talent and intellectual capital to the Mountain State. 
First, for any West Virginia resident under 40 years of age living and working in West Virginia, a $500 per year tax credit for interest paid on qualified student loans.  
Second, beginning on January 1, 2011, recent graduates will be eligible for a $25,000 per year reduction of their federally adjusted annual income for purposes of calculating individual state income tax.  The reduction will only be available for two years following graduation from a qualified institution of higher education with a two-year, four-year, or advanced degree.  
If enacted, this proposal will help make the state more attractive for recent graduates which will translate into retain a skilled workforce and improve economic competitiveness.  

