The time for a better West Virginia is now
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There is a very interesting book on the market today entitled What If. The authors of What If are military historians who speculate about how the course of history might have changed if the outcomes of significant battles like Gettysburg and D-day were reversed.

Rather than participate in a parlor game of wild speculation based on unrealistic propositions (like what if George Custer had had a tank at Little Big Horn), the authors offer thought-provoking alternatives to history based on plausible scenarios.

I submit the same exercise could be performed regarding the West Virginia Economic Forecast for 2001 recently released by West Virginia University’s Bureau of Business and Economic Research.
For instance, what if the educational attainment of West Virginians was among the highest in the nation, reflecting superior test scores of primary and secondary students and a high percentage of high school graduates attending college?
What if West Virginia’s workforce was highly skilled and had access to world class training facilities and technical education institutions?
What if West Virginia’s research and development assets were leaders in the commercialization of cutting edge work?
What if West Virginia took innovative approaches to the concept of lifelong learning for all of its citizens?
What if West Virginia’s economic structure was a dynamic and diverse mix of knowledge-based and technology-driven industries and companies? 
What if West Virginia was a leader in entrepreneurial development and offered various forms of capital financing for start-up businesses?
What if West Virginia’s governments transitioned from bureaucratic to results-based institutions?
What if West Virginia’s tax structure encouraged business expansion and entrepreneurship?
What if West Virginia had a well thought out land use planning process?
What if West Virginia’s infrastructure capacity was capable of meeting the needs of communities and businesses throughout the state? 
What if West Virginia’s citizens were among the healthiest in the nation?
What if West Virginia practiced regional cooperation?
What if West Virginia’s non-profit sector was vibrant and active in our communities?
What if West Virginia’s image reflected the realities of this great state rather than misconceptions and false stereotypes?
What if West Virginia was blessed with leadership in all sectors and at all levels throughout the state?
What if West Virginia believed in collaborations rather than divisiveness? 
And, what if West Virginia embraced dramatic change rather than resist and fear it by clinging to the false comfort of the status quo?
In short, what if West Virginia took a dramatically different approach to economic development and the goal of wealth creation that resulted in shared prosperity for all residents? Given these plausible scenarios, would our state’s economic future, as predicted by the Bureau’s forecast, be different? I believe the future certainly would be different – and dramatically so.
The West Virginia Council for Community and Economic Development recently released its action plan for economic development for West Virginia. That plan encompasses, in part, the above concepts.

The Council’s effort involved several components, including an extensive statewide stakeholder interview process. One message from this stakeholder process was clear:  West Virginians are ready for change. They want the state to take action, they want to be involved and take a stronger leadership role, and they want to make the state competitive for the future.

One message from this stakeholder process was clear: West Virginians are ready for change.


But how does this transformation occur? First, no one sector of our society can do it alone — there must be a collaborative effort throughout the state. Leadership must be exerted at every level and in every sector — it cannot be vested in just one individual or one institution.
And we must recognize the dynamics of change. Author Rosabeth Moss Kanter has stated, “Change is debilitating when done to us, but exhilarating when done by us.”
There is no argument that we live in times of enormous change. Successful individuals and organizations recognize the realities of change and embrace it rather than be victimized by it. According to GE’s Jack Welch, “If the pace of change inside the organization is slower than the pace of change outside the organization, the end is near.”
It is absolutely clear that West Virginia has no choice but to embrace change and implement action to create a positive future. The future is certainly ours to make. We can accept a future based on the status quo, as reflected by the Bureau’s forecast, or we can build a brighter future, as envisioned by the Council’s plan. 

(The West Virginia Roundtable is an independent, non-profit and non-partisan organization comprised of the state’s leading Chief Executive Officers.)

