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2 Young Rhode Islanders are consistently forced to move out of Rhode 
Island, in search of better economic climates where we can begin our 
careers. This trend is not only true for the youth. Simply put, due to 
economic decline, Rhode Island’s population is shrinking. And it has 
been shrinking for years.[2]
 
Financial woes are at the forefront of many of the state’s problems. With a popula-
tion estimated at only slightly over one million, the labor force currently stands at 
570,600 people. Of this number, only 498,133 are currently employed; the result-
ing unemployment rate, 12.7%, is consistently recognized as one of the worst in the 
country.[3]

Paralleling the employment rate is the state’s poverty level. In 2008, the Economic 
Research Service of the Federal Department of Agriculture highlighted this problem 
and stated that 12.1% of Rhode Islanders live under the poverty level.[4] This is unac-
ceptable in a state founded on equality, opportunity, and hope for its residents.

Additionally, there are extremely sobering statistics regarding the state’s working 
population. Only 25.6% of Rhode Islanders 25 and older graduated college. Opposite 
this group is a full 22% of working-aged individuals who did not graduate from high 
school. The largest single sector of the working population (27.8%) graduated high 
school but attended no college.[5] With these statistics in mind, it is accurate to 
describe Rhode Island’s working population as “semi-skilled.”

The Rhode Island Economic Development Corporation (RIEDC) is a quasi-public 
agency charged with being the official economic development organization for the 
Ocean State. RIEDC’s mission is to create jobs, help companies expand and develop 
their workforce, and identify opportunities to bring new companies into Rhode 
Island. Obviously, its focus is completely positive for the state.

RiThought greatly appreciates the services, research, support and dedication of the 
Rhode Island Economic Development Corporation. RiThought encourages young 
Rhode Islanders to explore the resources provided by RIEDC, and to particularly 
consider the Corporation’s annual Economic Growth Plan. RIEDC is the central RI 
organization concerned with employment and the economy – If Rhode Island is to 
improve in these sectors, it will surely be through plans coordinated by the Rhode 
Island Economic Development Corporation.[6]

RI Economic Development Corporation 

>> Following Governor Carcieri’s eighth and final State of the 
State address, RiThought decided it would be timely to con-
sider the central theme of the Governor’s speech: the economy 
and employment in the Ocean State.[1] 
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Mayor Thomas Menino of Boston, Massachusetts recently announced his support for 
a innovative plan to create a tech-focused neighborhood in an under utilized post-
industrial area of South Boston, known as the Seaport District. The plan is to capture 
jobs created by new tech firms by creating an ideal neighborhood for cutting-edge 
young professionals to live and work in.[7]

Menino’s plan is hardly a new idea. He has admitted as much, giving total credit to 
the Spanish/Catalan metropolis, Barcelona, which first created a dynamic tech-haven 
in 2001 in a similar post industrial neighborhood, now known as 22@Barcelona. This 
neighborhood is regarded internationally as the definitive work/living tech-based 
development.[8]

These sorts of developments are exactly the sort that would benefit Rhode Island, 
and RiThought is strongly behind supporting the growth of tech-industries in the 
Ocean State.
 
For this reason, RiThought encourages business development in the areas of green 
energy, digital media, and information technology across the state. In particular, we 
feel that Quonset and Providence are currently very well suited for tech-based 
projects, due to their existing industrial infrastructures and their sea, rail, and airport 
access. However, RiThought hopes that with enhanced public transportation through 
the state, more RI towns and cities will be able to entertain plans for expanding their 
technological sectors.

RiThought would like to recommend exploring two different groups in regards to 
expanding the Ocean State’s tech-based industry. The first group is the Providence 
Geeks, a group of digital innovators who connect, collaborate, and strive to make the 
Providence-area a leader in information technology.[9] 

The second group that RiThough endorses is called RI Nexus and is run by The 
Rhode Island Economic Development Corporation. RI Nexus serves as a forum and 
network for Rhode Islanders involved and interested in the info-tech and digital me-
dia sectors. RI Nexus is a good source for tech-business related news, and its recent-
ly announced that RIEDC had received a $1.5MM federal grant to improve Broad-
band capabilities throughout the state – a sure step toward improving the technology 
sector in Rhode Island.[10]
 

>> RiThought encourages business development in the areas 
of green energy, digital media, and information technology 
across the state. Quonset and Providence are currently very well 
suited for tech-based projects.

Making the Most of our Tech Grads 
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Young Rhode Islanders need to better understand the status of businesses, big and 
small, in the Ocean State. At a recent interview, former General Electric CEO Jack 
Welch expressed the opinion that Rhode Island’s current economic woes are largely 
caused by its inhospitable position toward big business and its high taxes.[11]

 As an industrialized northeastern state, Rhode Island has a long history with labor 
unions. In a globalized world in which trade and manufacturing is extremely competi-
tive, Rhode Island would do well to reconsider its current position toward labor 
unions.

 Most US state that are currently competitive in the manufacturing industries are 
so because they are “Right-to-Work” states. This designation means that states give 
businesses more freedom to contract unions on their own terms, if at all. Rhode 
Island is currently not a “Right-to-work” state. If Rhode Island wishes to remain an 
active manufacturing center it may need to follow the trend of becoming less sup-
portive to unions, perhaps even going so far as to declare itself “Right-to-Work”.

In Rhode Island, 80% of the businesses in the state currently employ 20 or less 
people. This statistic highlights the fact that Rhode Island is largely comprised of small 
businesses.[12] Although there is nothing wrong with being a state of small business-
es, recent financial troubles have emphasized that localized small businesses are often 
unstable in tough times.

 The prevalence of small businesses in the union’s smallest state is particularly visible 
during a credit crunch, such as the one currently being experienced throughout the 
country. In December, a survey conducted by the Providence Business News deter-
mined that more than 1 and 5 Rhode Island businesses complained that the lack of 
access to capital was on the biggest challenges to their business.[13]

 If small businesses are to survive and flourish in the state, this problem needs to be 
addressed. RiThought encourages the state government to take a more active role in 
ensuring that small businesses, the lynchpin of Rhode Island’s economy, have greater 
access to credit.

Small State, Small Businesses, Big Future? 

>> If Rhode Island wishes to remain an active manu-
facturing center it may need to follow the trend of be-
coming less supportive to unions, perhaps even going 
so far as to declare itself “Right-to-Work”.

Right to Work - Unions - Employment



5One plan, which aims to ensure credit availability, relies on the state taking on an 
active role in lending and perhaps even going so far as to directly loan funds out to 
small businesses in need. Although RiThought does not fully endorse this plan, it does 
recognize that loans need to be available and if they fail to be produced in the private 
sector, perhaps RI government should consider directly investing in locally businesses.
[14]

RiThought sees the need for immediate action in the fields of the economy and em-
ployment in Rhode Island.

To improve the economy, RiThought further supports the expansion and existence of 
the Ocean State’s technology related industries. These industries are ideal for Rhode 
Island developing and sustaining a dynamic, growing community for young, engaged, 
educated workers. In regards to credit, RiThought believes that access to credit for 
promising small businesses needs to be easier if this significant segment of our state’s 
economy is to remain vibrant. RiThought therefore encourages the Rhode Island 
government to take a more active role in the loan process to ensure this access. 
RiThought also would like to encourage young Rhode Islanders to take an clear-eyed 
look at Rhode Island’s manufacturing sector, and consider what it would take to 
expand it.

RiThought further believes that suggestions made in our first report, Transportation: 
RiThought, would greatly alleviate the economic and employment problems that cur-
rently face our state. Improved, reliable, affordable transportation is a key ingredient 
to successful economic climates.

 [1] http://www.projo.com/news/content/STATE_OF_STATE_01-27-10_GLH8BT3_v17.3b3d39d.html
[2] http://www.pbn.com/detail/46932.html
[3] http://www.bls.gov/EAG/eag.ri.htm
[4] http://www.ers.usda.gov/StateFacts/RI.htm
[5] http://www.ers.usda.gov/StateFacts/RI.htm
[6] http://www.riedc.com/
[7]http://www.boston.com/bostonglobe/editorial_opinion/oped/articles/2010/01/26/geekville_a_new_
neighborhood_for_boston/
[8] http://www.22barcelona.com/index.php?lang=en
[9] http://www.providencegeeks.org/
[10] http://rinexus.com/
[11] http://www.wpri.com/dpp/news/local_news/jack_welch_talks_rhode_island
[12] http://www.wpri.com/dpp/news/local_news/jack_welch_talks_rhode_island
[13] http://www.pbn.com/detail/46911.html
[14]  http://www.rifuture.org/myblog/growing-rhode-islands-economy-part-1.html
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>> RiThought encourages the state government to 
take a more active role in ensuring that small busi-
nesses, the lynchpin of Rhode Island’s economy, have 
greater access to credit.



RiThought is a is a group of young, intellectually-diverse 
individuals aspiring to a better Rhode Island. We are con-

stantly seeking innovative and inspiring solutions to the 
pressing issues of the Ocean State.
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