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Paul Zelmer runs an EDNC sinker machine, used to burn or sink shapes into steel, Thursday at 
Hanson Mold in St. Joseph Township. Employers are reporting a shortage of skilled workers for 
such precision tasks.

Skilled trades on the rise, in demand
Mich. employers in search of more trades workers

Michigan groups 
eye redistricting 
ballot drive after ruling
By DAVID EGGERT
Associated Press

LANSING — Buoyed 
by a recent U.S. Supreme 
Court decision, advocates 
of overhauling how Michi-
gan draws legislative and 
congressional seats plan to 
raise public awareness 
about redistricting in prep-
aration for a potential 2016 
ballot initiative.

The ruling, issued in the 
last week, upheld the au-
thority of states to strip 
lawmakers’ authority to set 

congressional district maps 
once a decade. Arizona vot-
ers had created an indepen-
dent commission in 2000 to 
take the politically charged 
job out of the hands of the 
Legislature.

The League of Women 
Voters and Common Cause, 
groups that advocate for 
fairer maps, are researching 
other states’ redistricting 
systems and conducting 
polling before ramping up 
educational efforts with 

Debra Haight / HP correspondent

“Big Gray” is a landmark Dowagiac doesn’t want. The long-
vacant warehouse is slated to be razed in the fall.

See BALLOT, page A3

‘Big Gray’ is 
coming down

By DEBRA HAIGHT
HP Correspondent

DOWAGIAC — You 
can’t miss the massive in-
dustrial warehouse sitting 
along M-62 (Division 
Street) and the railroad 
tracks in Dowagiac.

Known to residents as 
“Big Gray,” it has loomed 

empty for almost 50 years 
over the city’s downtown.

And now it’s about to 
meet the wrecking ball. 

The city has landed a 
$250,000 state grant to help 
fund demolition of the 
30,000-square-foot build-
ing. The city will supply an 
equal amount for the proj-
ect, slated to start in the 
fall.

“It’s rapidly becoming a 
safety hazard,” City 

See DOWN, page A3

Vacant warehouse 
looms over 
downtown Dowagiac

 Photos by Ron DeKett / HP correspondent

Kevin Bartz of Niles fires a winning spit of 48-feet, 8 inches during the 42nd International Cherry Pit-Spitting Championship 
held Saturday, at Tree-Mendus Fruit Farm near Eau Claire. 

ABOVE: Megan 
Ankrapp, 15, from 

Buchanan, lets 
loose a 49 feet, 1/4 
inch spit to win the 
women’s category 

during the 42nd 
International Cherry 

Pit-Spitting Cham-
pionship. 

RIGHT: Joshua 
Hester, 8, from 

Coloma, expels the 
winning spit in the 
Youth 6-8 category

By TONY WITTKOWSKI
HP Staff Writer

Michael Voth has been in 
the welding business for 
more than two decades.

As the owner of Precision 
Welding and Repair LLC in 
Berrien Springs, Voth does 
some mechanical work and 
welding on farm equipment. 
In the last few years, he has 
begun to notice a growing 
problem, which many eco-
nomic analysts have also 
noticed.

Both Michigan and the 
country are faced with a 
lack of skilled trades work-
ers, like Voth. Should em-
ployers be unable to fi nd 
qualifi ed workers, the pace 
of economic growth that 
has been returning since the 

2008 reces-
sion could 
come to a 
stall.

“I think 
there is go-
ing to be an 
e x t r e m e 
s h o r t a g e , 
which is un-
fortunate,” 
Voth said. “A lot of these 
jobs are good-paying and 
are left unfi lled.”

Manufacturing is no lon-
ger a dying industry and has 
been one of the most in-de-
mand sectors this year in 
Michigan. According to a 
U.S. Department of Labor 
survey, nearly 5 percent of 
the jobs in Michigan are 
considered skilled trades, 
yet the number of job open-

ings are expected to outpace 
the number of workers 
available to fi ll them.

The various explanations 
for the skilled trades short-
age include stagnant wages 
and benefi ts, overly specifi c 
job requirements, fewer on-
the-job training programs 
and apprenticeships, and an 
overall declining interest in 
skilled trades careers.

Jason Palmer, director of 
the Bureau of Labor Mar-
ket Information and Strate-
gic Initiatives, conducted a 
study and said there are ad-
vantages of working in the 
skilled-trades sector.

While concentrated in 
manufacturing and con-
struction, Palmer said 

See TRADES, page A3

MITCHELL

By LOUISE WREGE
HP Staff Writer

EAU CLAIRE  — For 
only the second time in the 
last 15 years, the winner of 
the annual cherry pit-spit-
ting championship Satur-
day had a last name other 
than Krause.

And for the fi rst time in 
the competition’s history, 
someone in a division other 
than the championship 
launched the longest spit.

Kevin Bartz of Niles 
won the competition with 
a spit of 48 feet, 8 inches 
during the 42nd Annual 
International Cherry Pit-
Spitting Championship at 
Tree-Mendus Fruit Farm 
in Eau Claire.

But the winner of the 
women’s division, Megan 
Ankrapp of Buchanan, 
out-spit Bartz with a spit 
of 49 feet, 1/4 inch.

Lynne Sage, the compe-
tition’s day coordinator, 
said that has never hap-
pened before.

She said Ankrapp’s qual-
ifying spit of 30 feet, 2 
inches wasn’t good enough 
for her to be placed in the 
championship round. Both 
men and women are placed 
in the championship round 
if they are among the top 
10 spitters in the qualifying 
round.

Ankrapp, 15, said she 
has never won before, 
though her family has been 
involved in the champion-
ship for years. Her mother, 
Mary Ankrapp, was the 
competition’s spit-by-spit 
announcer.

Bartz said he’s not sur-
prised that someone from 
the women’s division 
out-spit him.

Bartz
star

Niles man wins Super 
Bowl of cherry pit spitting

See PIT SPIT, page A3
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skilled-trades workers are 
employed in many of the 
state’s industries. These oc-
cupations can be divided 
into three categories – skilled 
industrial trades, skilled 
construction trades and 
skilled service trades.

According to Palmer’s 
study, many skilled trades 
pay a solid wage with medi-
an hourly wages at about 
$21 and ranging from $13 to 
$34. When compared to av-
erage occupational wages, 
with a median hourly wage 
of $16 and a range from $8 
to $39, the skilled trades see 
a pay advantage at the lower 
and middle range of the dis-
tribution, Palmer said.

“These workers are in 
high demand with more 
than 5,000 online advertised 
job vacancies” in Michigan, 
he said. “These vacancies 
and employment projec-
tions are measures of labor 
demand – not labor sup-
ply.”

Without a supply of qual-
ified workers to satisfy the 
growth in demand, Palmer 
said there will be shortages 
in the labor market.

A shortage will result in 
reduced production and 
slow economic growth, 
which Palmer said could 
lead to businesses locating 
elsewhere.

In the long run, demand 
for some skilled trades will 
eventually slow, due to a 
weak employment outlook 
in manufacturing. However, 
Palmer said the continued 
growth will remain strong 
for many skilled trades titles 
before slowing. Overall, 
skilled trades should still 
grow by 7.4 percent through 
2020.

Filling the skills gap
The demand for these 

jobs comes at a bad time 
with a general lack of skilled 
trades workers in Michigan.

Adam Carr recognizes 
this problem while serving 
as a welding instructor for 
the Career Technical Edu-
cation program run through 
Lakeshore High School. 
Carr said the school district 
put a significant amount of 
money into its CTE pro-
grams after successfully 
passing a large bond to im-
prove the school’s facilities.

Through CTE programs, 
Carr said the goal is to show 
the next generation manu-
facturing isn’t what it used 
to be.

“People don’t go into 
these shops and come out 

looking dirty like coal min-
ers,” Carr said. “Manufac-
turing is a very clean, precise 
and safe work environment. 
My dad worked at a GM 
plant, but it isn’t like that 
anymore. Now, when you 
go into these facilities, it is 
immaculate. They are bright 
and well-marked.”

Carr said his passion is to 
teach young people to get 
into the skilled trades indus-
try, stating those jobs are 
the backbone of America.

The Lakeshore teacher 
has also had to deal with the 
negative connotation that 
comes with students trying 
to become a plumber or an 
electrician.

“They are not crummy, 
last-resort jobs,” he said. 
“There is so much more 
technology in this industry 
now. Students have to un-
derstand wiring, hydraulics 
and must be mechanically 
smart to run this equipment. 
We have students that come 
back that say they wished 
they paid more attention to 
math.

“Everything we come in 
contact with is manufac-
tured. The table, the chair, 
light fixture, the pen they 
use to write is built by some-
body.”

CTE programs, like Lake-
shore’s, have attracted the 
eyes of local businesses in 
search of immediate help. 
Carr said they have a wait-
ing list of Berrien County 
employers who want these 
skills in entry-level workers.

Among these companies 
is Hanson Mold, a mold 
and die making company in 
St. Joseph Township.

Dan Mitchell, president 
of Hanson Mold, said it 
implements a four-year ap-
prenticeship program that 
most of its current workers 
went through.

Mitchell said they work 
closely with Brandywine, 
Bridgman, Buchanan, Co-
loma and Lakeshore high 
schools to find the right can-
didates.

“I think those communi-
ties should be very proud to 
have such good technical 
programs still in place, help-
ing students and business-
es,” he said. “We had each 
of those schools tour Han-
son Mold this past year, and 
students started the pre-ap-
prentice academy on June 
15 as a result of those 
tours.”

Like other skilled trades, 
Mitchell said they have dif-
ficulty finding people with 
five or more years worth of 
experience in high-tech ma-
chining and technical areas.

As for finding younger 

workers, Mitchell is not as 
worried.

“The opportunities for 
young people in this trade 
and at Hanson Mold are as 
good today as they were for 
me and my generation over 
30 years ago,” Mitchell said. 
“Our apprentices are a mix 
of students that are right 
out of high school to people 
who have worked at other 
jobs or went to college for a 
time.”

Nathan Anders graduat-
ed from Brandywine High 
School last year and went 
on to begin his apprentice-
ship at Hanson Mold.

Part way through his four-
year apprenticeship, Anders 
said he was thankful for the 
tutelage he received in high 
school.

“It was extremely easy for 
me to get quality training 
and education while in high 
school,” Anders said. “I 
imagined myself doing 
something trade related, but 
not so soon. I thought I had 
to go to a four-year school, 
but it really wasn’t neces-
sary.”

Is college overrated?
Benton Harbor High 

School CTE Director Pa-
mela Dudley said they are 
trying to address the need 
for more skilled-trades 
workers in Southwest Mich-
igan. Her job as director is 
providing students in her 
district with the necessary 
skills to join the work force 
after graduating high 
school.

“Not everybody is going 
out to a four-year college or 
to get their masters,” Dud-
ley said. “The bulk of our 
society is middle-level em-
ployees.”

Dudley said it is not up to 
her to convince her students 
to either attend or not enroll 
in college, but to help them 
get to a career they enjoy.

“We hold very candid 
conversations with our stu-
dents,” she said. “We have to 
put our focus on the stu-
dents and help them find 

that creative part of them-
selves.”

Even celebrities have be-
gun to take notice of the 
skilled-trades gap that falls 
in line with education.

Mike Rowe, who became 
known for his role on the 
television show, “Dirty 
Jobs,” is among those who 
are trying to increase the 
number of skilled trades 
workers.

Rowe launched the miker-
oweWORKS Foundation, 
which awards scholarships 
to students pursuing a ca-
reer in the skilled trades.

Rowe said his reasoning 
for the foundation is simple: 
There are 4 million jobs out 
there for skilled workers like 
mechanics, plumbers and 
electricians, yet they are left 
unfilled.

To the former TV show 
host, a college diploma isn’t 
worth what it used to be as 
53 percent of college gradu-
ates under the age of 25 are 
either jobless or underem-
ployed.

So the question is, why 
are students heading off to 
college instead of pursuing 
a career as a plumber or an 

electrician with similar wag-
es?

The problem, Rowe said, 
stems from an overall soci-
etal belief that skilled trades 
jobs are less admirable than 
other professions.

Rowe said he still remem-
bers a poster on his guid-
ance counselor’s wall that 
portrayed a smiling college 
graduate with a diploma on 
one side and a tired, wrench-
wielding trades worker on 
the other. Reading the cap-
tion, “Work Smart NOT 
Hard,” was the first time 
Rowe said he saw work as 
something to try to avoid.

“We have got a trillion 
dollars in student loans to-
day. A trillion,” Rowe said 
through an email interview. 
“You have got really high 
unemployment among col-
lege graduates. You have got 
many graduates working in 
fields they didn’t even study 
for.”

While schools like Lake-
shore have doubled the 
number of spaces available 

in its welding program, oth-
er schools have cut their 
shop classes and programs 
all together.

Voth said he wouldn’t be 
where he is today if it wasn’t 
for the shop classes he took 
when he attended St. Joseph 
High School.

With a college degree in 
teaching and welding, Voth 
said he was often encour-
aged to go another direction 
when it came to his career 
choice.

But looking at his alma 
mater’s curriculum today, 
Voth says he doesn’t like 
that it did away with most 
of the industrial arts pro-
grams.

“That’s a huge portion of 
the problem,” he said. “That 
is where I spent the majority 
of my time in high school. 
Most of the skills I learned 
and use today were in those 
classes. It exposes students 
to what opportunities are 
out there.”

Contact: twittkowski@thehp.com, 
932-0358, Twitter: @TonyWittkowski

Don Campbell / HP staff  

Mold maker Mike Taylor works with a wire EDM machine, used to cut high precision shapes in 
steel, Thursday at Hanson Mold in St. Joseph Township. Employers are reporting a shortage of 
skilled workers for such precision tasks.
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help from local civic groups.
“That’s a big undertaking. 

The public doesn’t know 
much about it. They don’t 
know what you’re talking 
about when you say redis-
tricting. They don’t see the 
significance of it in their 
daily lives,” said Sue Smith, 
a vice president for the 
League of Women Voters of 
Michigan.

She said gerrymandering, 
the drawing of district lines 
to benefit a political party, is 
a problem no matter which 
side is in power because 
Michigan ends up with rep-
resentation not reflecting its 
population. If done well, 
gerrymandering can protect 
incumbents and maximize 
the number of districts in 
which one party has a ma-
jority of voters.

Republicans controlled 
the redistricting process in 
both 2001 and 2011. The 
GOP has a 9-5 edge in Mich-
igan’s U.S. House delegation. 
Republicans enjoy 63-47 and 
27-11 majorities in the state 
House and Senate.

State Democratic Party 
Chairman Lon Johnson said 
the court decision “paves the 
way for Michigan to explore 
the option of a fairer system 
that better reflects voter sen-
timent in our state.” Orga-
nizers of a constitutional 
amendment would have to 
collect about 315,000 valid 
voter signatures by next July 
to put the measure to a pub-
lic vote in November 2016.

Some experts doubt that a 
commission would remove 
partisanship from the pro-
cess. Others say geography 
may be as responsible as ger-
rymandering for the GOP 
advantage. 

Democratic voters are 
more clustered into dense 
urban areas while Republi-
cans are dispersed in rural 
and suburban areas.

“That accounts a little bit 
for the disparity in total 
votes cast versus number of 
seats achieved,” said GOP 
strategist Bob LaBrant, ref-
erencing Democrats’ com-
plaints that they win more 
votes statewide than Repub-
licans only to be outnum-
bered in Congress and the 
Legislature. He noted that 
Democrats controlled the 
state House from 2007 
through 2010 despite a GOP 
map. 

LaBrant, who has been 
involved in Michigan’s re-
districting process for de-
cades, said key components 
of any revamp would in-
clude who would create lines 
instead of legislators and 
the criteria to be followed. 
In defending the current sys-
tem, he said legislative maps 
have abided by standards 
such as respecting city and 
county boundaries to the 
extent possible.

The Detroit area  
has some “ugly”-and 
“adventuresome”-looking 
congressional districts such 
as the 11th and 14th  – held 
by two newcomers, Republi-
can Dave Trott and Brenda 
Lawrence  – LaBrant said. 
But he said that is because 
Detroit lost a quarter of its 
population over a decade 
and lawmakers needed to 
keep intact districts where 
minorities are a majority of 
residents under the federal 
Voting Rights Act.

“Any petition drive to 
amend the Michigan Con-
stitution would come under 
a great deal of scrutiny,” he 
said. “Just because you get it 
on the ballot doesn’t mean 
it’s going to pass.”

BALLOT
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Manager Kevin Anderson 
said. “We’ve had people ex-
press interest in it in the past, 
but they all walked away due 
to the magnitude of the 
work to be done.”

He said the building has 
broken windows, warped 
floors and a bad roof. 

Anderson said there are 
no plans for the lot. The rail-
road spur to it will remain 

for any industrial develop-
ment.

Anderson said the city 
last week received a blight 
elimination grant from the 
Michigan State Housing 
Development Authority. 
The grant to Dowagiac was 
one of 19 awarded to vari-
ous communities, including 
Benton Harbor and Benton 
Township, totalling $3.8 
million.

The Big Gray project has 
happened very fast. Ander-
son said the city gained it 

through tax reversion in 
April, and he started look-
ing for grants.

“The state had just issued 
the application for this 
grant,” he said. “Then it 
went bang, bang, bang with 
applying for it and then get-
ting news (last) week that we 
got it.

“The total cost is expected 
to be between $450,000 and 
$500,000. Without the grant, 
I don’t know where we’d get 
the money to do it right 
now.”

The city’s share will come 
from its capital development 
fund with help from the gen-
eral fund through an inter-
department loan, he said.

When Big Gray comes 
down, one of the last con-
nections to the city’s indus-
trial past will be gone. 

It was built in 1916 as a 
warehouse for the Beckwith 
Round Oak Stove Co. and 
was later used as a ware-
house by the Goerlich Muf-
fler Co. Goerlich closed it in 
1966.
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“There’s definitely a skill level but 
it’s also an element of luck and getting 
the perfect roll,” he said.

Bartz wasn’t the only one in his fam-
ily taking home prizes Saturday. His 
son, 10-year-old Zach Bartz, won in 
the Youth 9-12 division with a spit of 
25 feet, 4 1/2 inches.

The Bartz family has attended the 
competition for decades. Kevin Bartz 
won his first title in 1979 in the youth 
division when he was 12. His father, 
Richard Bartz of Berrien Springs, won 
the championship in 1977.

Placing second in the championship 
was Brian “Young Gun” Krause of 
Lansing with a spit of 48 feet. He was 
the champion last year with a spit of 
80 feet, 8 inches, and he holds the in-
ternational record, according to the 
“Guinness Book of World Records,” 
with a 2003 spit of more than 93 feet.

He was the only Krause at the com-
petition, which has been dominated by 
his family for much of the competi-
tion’s history. He said he wasn’t sur-
prised that Kevin Bartz beat him.

“Kevin’s been on our heels for a 
while,” he said. “It’s all about the con-
ditions and getting lucky, sometimes.”

Jack Shea of Bloomington, Ind., 
placed third in the championship with 
a spit of 46 feet, 8 inches.

The Hester family of Coloma made 
a good showing at the competition. 

Hope Hester, 5, won in the Youth 5 
and Under division with a spit of 9 
feet, 7 inches. Her brother, Joshua 
Hester, 8, won in the Youth 6-8 divi-
sion with a spit of 22 feet, 2 1/2 inches. 
Their mother, Mary Hester, came in 
second in the women’s division with a 
spit of 32 feet, 11 1/2 inches. And their 

father, Kevin Hester, placed fourth in 
the championship division with a spit 
of 38 feet, 2 1/2 inches.

The winners in each division got 
gifts and gift certificates from area 
merchants.

Contact: lwrege@TheHP.com, 932-0361, Twitter:  
@HPWrege

Ron DeKett / HP correspondent

Zach Bartz, 10, of Niles lets loose the winning of 25 feet, 4 1/2 inches in the Youth 
9-12 category during the 42nd International Cherry Pit-Spitting Championship held  
on Saturday, at Tree-Mendus Fruit Farm near Eau Claire. 
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