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OPINIONS

Change in leadership
gives Skybus chance
to right itself

S

top us if you’ve heard this one before: Fulfilling the fondest wishes of local economic boosters, an airline comes to PTI
bringing with it more direct flights and deeply
discounted prices only to wobble financially
and eventually fail.
It happened to Eastwind.
It happened to Continental
▼
▼
Lite. It happened to IndeOUR VIEW
pendence Air and AirTran.
And now, following Skybus’ poor early financial results and the sudden
resignation this week of its charismatic, founding CEO, it seems like history may be repeating itself.
But hold on.
As much we hunger for more commercial
flights and cheaper fares, no one should think
that getting it is as simple as someone showing
up and selling tickets. Otherwise, it would have
been done, successfully, a long time ago.
It’s a sad truth that most start-up airlines fail,
but like any area of business, even the ultimately successful ventures need time to work
out the kinks. And that always means red ink
early on.
The difficulty is especially true at PTI. Indeed, at this point, one has to wonder whether
the market itself can sustain Skybus. True, airport officials say they’re drawing from a wider
geographic net since Skybus started flights,
but — in the end — can we fill enough seats?
Skybus is unique in that its made Greensboro a base city. We can draw not only from our
own market, but from other areas of the country as a connecting spot for flights to other
cities. Maybe it’ll work, maybe it won’t.
Analysts correctly point out some of flaws
that could sink Skybus — among them its decision to use primarily secondary airports, always miles out of the way from the ultimate
destination of travelers.
Still, new CEO (and former CFO) Mike
Hodge, is convinced the concept can work. In
the end, what Skybus needs most of all is to execute the plan it has so much faith in, which
means low fares, on-time service and efficient
baggage handling.
Thus, former CEO Bill Diffenderffer’s departure for a number cruncher like Hodge
might be exactly what the airline needs at the
moment.
Sure, it’s still an uphill battle. But we knew that
all along, didn’t we? The challenge hasn’t really
changed, though the clock continues to tick.
And we’re still wishing Skybus clear skies
ahead.
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Triad must ask, “What are our skills clusters?”
EDITOR’S NOTE: Andrew Brod, a leading local analyst of regional
economic trends, joins The Business Journal this week as a regular contributor to the op-ed page. His column will appear monthly.

O

ne of the most important terms in economic-development circles is “cluster.” An industry cluster is a group
of industries that are interrelated: they do business
with each other, they use the same infrastructure, and they often hire the same types of people.
The clusters identified for the Triad include transport-logistics, biotechnology, advanced manufacturing, health care and
the arts.
In a sense, however, the emphasis on clusters has it wrong.
As we’ve seen in the Triad, industries come
and go. Nowadays, the fundamental drivers of
a region’s economic success are the skills of
its workers. The stars of the New Economy
are the people whom Richard Florida calls the
creative class and Robert Reich calls symbolic
analysts: people who manipulate ideas instead
of things.
Instead of industrial clusters, perhaps we
should focus on skills clusters: groups of re▼
▼
lated competencies and abilities. Skills clusIEWPOINT ters are often reflected in particular occupations, but even occupations come and go.
ANDREW BROD
Why do we focus on industries? One reason is that industries are easy to measure; the
most reliable economic data tend to be organized by industry.
It’s not quite as bad as the joke about the man who looks for
his lost keys under the street lamp because “this is where the
light is.” It makes sense to analyze data on industries, but ultimately, industries are not as fundamental as skills.
When the defense industry laid off tens of thousands of people in and around San Diego in the late ’80s and early ’90s, the
local economy managed to recover (though not immediately)
because it had so many skilled people formerly employed in
aerospace and related industries.
San Diego is once again a leading regional economy, but
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now its industries include information technology, biotechnology, and other high-tech sectors. The region’s industries
evolved in a very favorable way, and the underlying skill set
made that possible.
The importance of skills isn’t limited to the executive suite
and design studio, the bastions of the creative class. In transport-logistics, more and more decision-making is being
pushed down onto the warehouse floor, where a worker must
still know how to drive a forklift but often also to operate a computer, one of which may well be mounted on that forklift.
Manufacturers in the Triad are having difficulty finding workers who know how to do simple mathematics, read meters and
operate machinery in an increasingly automated world.
When you listen to politicians on the campaign trail and the
blusterers on talk radio, you’d think that the economy’s
biggest challenge is whether there will be enough jobs for our
people. Our biggest concern should be whether there will be
enough skilled people to fill the jobs that our economy creates.
When Robert McDowell, a vice president of Microsoft,
spoke at UNCG in 2006, he explained why his company recruits overseas: “We’re not looking for cheap talent — we’re
looking for talent. But we can’t find enough people coming out
of the U.S. education system with the skills we need.”
McDowell went on to note that he wasn’t just talking about
high-tech skills, but also communications and sales.
These issues hit hard here in the Triad. Our economy has
undergone extensive changes, and yet we have low levels of
educational attainment when compared to other metro areas,
even those in North Carolina. We’re holding our own in a turbulent global economy.
But as we move forward to what we hope will be a highergrowth future, there’s a question we need to ask. What are our
skills clusters?
ANDREW BROD is the director of UNCG’s Center for Business
and Economic Research and a member of The Business Journal’s Editorial Board of Contributors. Reach him at (336)
334-4867 or AndrewBrod@uncg.edu. An archive of Brod’s
columns is available at http://cber.uncg.edu.
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Letters to the Editor
The Business Journal invites letters to the editor in response to stories, opinion pieces or issues of importance
to the Triad.
Brevity is advised. Letters should include the author’s
name and daytime phone number.
Letters may be mailed to: 100 S. Elm St., Suite 400,
Greensboro, 27401; or sent by e-mail to the editor at
msutter@bizjournals.com.
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