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Pennsylvania has really smart people 
warming the unemployment bench.

According to a recent report from the 
Department of Labor and Industry, A 
Profile of Pennsylvania’s Unemployed Peo-
ple, there are 39,000 managers and su-
pervisors, roughly 22,000 educators and 
more than 15,000 engineers, scientists 
and computer professionals.  The report 
also reveals most of the unemployed 
Pennsylvanians have extensive work his-
tories with significant education. 

This new face of unemployment also 
shows these are not people who a per-
petually out of work.  The report reveals 
of the Pennsylvanians who found them-
selves unemployed in 2009, roughly half 
had no previous unemployment claims 
from 2001 to 2007.  Over the same pe-
riod, 80 percent worked at least five of 
seven years.

The report gives cause to pause and 
throw all the unemployment stereotypes 
out the window.

So with all of these really smart, ed-
ucated and talented people sitting the 
bench, why doesn’t the state of Pennsyl-
vania go to this ready, willing and able 
workforce when they need contracting 
work done?

The state relies on hundreds and hun-
dreds of information technology workers 
to keep current systems running, replace 
old technologies, and implement new 
systems.

However, when a contracting position 
opens up, the unemployment bench isn’t 

even looked at first.  Instead the request 
goes out to vendors to fill these spots, 
who have no contractual requirement to 
look at or consider the unemployed.  

For those not familiar with how peo-
ple are contracted for these assignments, 
here is how it works.  Say the state needs 
a computer programmer and is willing 
to pay $70 an hour.  The request will be 
sent out and the vendor will take a cut 
of the hourly rate and they will push the 
request down to sub-vendors who may 
even push it further to their sub-vendors.  
Each vendor that gets involved takes 
their piece of what is left of the $70 an 
hour rate.  

By the time the actual computer pro-
grammer is hired to do the actual work, 
he will make far less than the $70 an hour 
and will be lucky if he even makes half.  
This process by nature forces workers 
wages lower than what they need to be 
and drives costs higher for the state.

How does this make good business 
sense?

Let’s say this average computer pro-
grammer probably became unemployed 
because his job was outsourced, a new 
technology came along dating his skills, 
or his company made cutbacks due to the 
recession.  Maybe it is a combination of 
all three.  

For every week, this computer pro-
grammer sits on the unemployment 
bench it costs the state on average about 
$300.  That is $1,200 a month and $15,600 
a year.  He can feed his family but is mak-

ing far less than the salary he once made 
and each week his skills are stagnating.  
Meanwhile the $3 billion unemployment 
compensation debt ticks up.  

On the other hand, the state fills hun-
dreds of information technology jobs 
with contractors every year.  The unem-
ployed computer programmer doesn’t 
even have a crack at these positions un-
less he is lucky enough to have connect-
ed with one of the hundreds of vendors 
who fill these positions.  The state ends 
up paying a much higher rate for a skill 
set for which they are already paying 
through unemployment compensation.

So why not cut out all the middlemen?  
Go directly to the bench.  Pennsylvania 
saves money for unemployment.  Avoids 
paying a higher cost for contractors.  Best 
of all, the unemployed worker makes a 
higher wage, restores his skills and starts 
putting his life back in order.

There is already precedence for this.  
Many Department of Public Welfare 
contracts include partnership agree-
ments where vendors are encouraged to 
fill positions with anyone who is receiv-
ing county assistance.

In these extraordinary economic 
times, Pennsylvania has to think differ-
ently.  We cannot afford to do things the 
way they have always been.  This situa-
tion does not even make good common 
business sense.  So whatever the issues 
are, whether they be legal, privacy or 
whatever, the legislature needs to make 
the changes necessary to break down 

this wall between the unemployed and 
their own jobs.

Be like Mike Tomlin, coach of the 
Pittsburgh Steelers.  When he needed a 
quarterback to replace Big Ben, he didn’t 
go to a high priced talent agent who 
would bring him a high priced replace-
ment.  He went to his bench.

To read the Department of Labor and 
Industry’s report, A Profile of Pennsylva-
nia’s Unemployed People, go to www.pa-
workforce.state.pa.us CW

Deena C. Malley is a technology and 
business consultant with more than 20 years 
experience. Her website can be found at 
www.deenamalley.com.
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More than 10 years ago, Pennsylvania 
legislators and utility regulators had a 
vision for a competitive energy market in 
our state. It would be a market where con-
sumers could pick from a variety of elec-
tricity products to suit their needs, instead 
of just one; a market in which investment 
would drive innovation and the develop-
ment of energy efficiency technologies 
and renewable forms of generation; and a 
market in which each and every customer 
would see their value.

Today, Pennsylvania has an opportu-
nity to reach this vision, and in doing 
so, return significant value to electricity 
customers across the state. In fact, First 
Energy Corporation (Met-Ed, Penn 
Power, Penelec) and Allegheny Power 
customers in the state could potentially 
receive a rebate estimated to be approxi-
mately $150 to $500 per account. The 
fact is, this money belongs to custom-
ers, not to the system that they paid to 
create. 

To return this hard earned money 
to electricity customers, we must push 
ahead with the original vision for 
Pennsylvania’s energy sector embodied 
in the Energy Competition Act. 

The Public Utility Commission is 
currently considering a proposal from 
Direct Energy relating to First Energy 

Corporation’s proposed acquisition of 
Allegheny Power that would complete 
the Commonwealth’s evolution to a 
robust competitive energy market. It 
calls for three things:

Allow competitive energy retailers •	
to better compete to serve custom-
ers. While competitive energy sup-
pliers are now operating in markets 
across Pennsylvania, the First Energy 
Corporation and Allegheny Power 
utility companies plan to continue to 
play a dominant role as the default 
service provider after the merger. 
This type of service should be a “back 
stop”, not a “first stop” for customers 
in a fully competitive market. As a 
result of this ongoing role and other 
measures which do not promote cus-
tomer choice, only a small percentage 
of consumers are shopping for their 
electricity in the First Energy and 
Allegheny Power service territories.   

Allow competing suppliers to bid •	
for the opportunity to serve custom-
ers’ energy needs. This process could 
potentially generate between $300 
million to $1 billion dollars in funds, 
which should be returned to these 
approximately 2 million electricity 
customers in Pennsylvania.  

Create a separate billing company •	
that would be responsible for per-
forming the functions that the utility 
does today, while also sending bills 
to electricity customers on behalf of 
their competitive supplier of choice. 
At present, competitive electricity 
suppliers in the State are able to sell 
their products, but in most cases they 
are simply a line on the bill from the 
local utility. The creation of a billing 
company would foster the develop-
ment of innovative products and 
services to help customers manage 
their overall energy bill, while poten-
tially translating into new jobs, or the 
retention of existing jobs, that would 
otherwise be lost to another state as a 
result of the proposed acquisition.   

These actions would potentially pre-
serve all of the important consumer 
protections in place, as well as programs 
that benefit low-income customers. 

Due to the supportive efforts of legisla-
tors and utility regulators, Pennsylvania 
is on track to becoming one of North 
America’s most competitive energy mar-
kets, recognized by energy sector experts 
for the commitment of its government 
officials to the creation of a robust com-
petitive market. 

It’s time for electricity customers in 
our state to have choice; it’s time for 
private sector investment in generation 
and energy efficiency technologies as 
seen in other states; and, most impor-
tantly, it’s time for the money that could 
be generated through Direct Energy’s 
proposal to be returned to the people of 
Pennsylvania.  

It’s your money; your choice. Say yes 
to the completion of Pennsylvania’s 
vision for energy competition.  CW

Chris Weston is President and CEO of 
Direct Energy, based in Pittsburgh.
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