
Background 
Every major assessment of the defense industrial base in the past five years has identified workforce 
as a top constraint. The 2024 National Defense Industrial Strategy named workforce readiness as one 
of four strategic priorities. The Manufacturing Technology (ManTech) program’s strategic plan identifies 
workforce as a core thrust area. And the practical reality on factory floors confirms what the strategy 
documents say: manufacturers report difficulty filling positions in CNC machining, welding, quality 
assurance, electronics assembly, and a range of other skilled trades essential to defense production.

The challenge is not just skills. It is numbers. The manufacturing workforce is aging, and the pipeline of 
new entrants has not kept pace with retirements. The National Association of Manufacturers projects 
that the sector will need to fill roughly 3.8 million positions over the next decade, and nearly half of 
those could go unfilled at current training rates. For defense manufacturing specifically, the problem 
is compounded by security clearance requirements, International Traffic in Arms Regulations (ITAR) 
compliance, and the specialized technical standards that defense production demands.

The Federal Program Landscape
Several federal programs target defense manufacturing workforce development. Two are particularly 
relevant to state and local officials because of their regional footprint and direct connection to the 
manufacturing base.
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The defense industrial base cannot produce what the nation needs for its national security, at 
the speed it needs, and the workforce gap is the primary reason. This is not a future risk - it is a 
current threat. Federal programs exist to address this gap, but the funding landscape is shifting: 
some programs are expanding, others face significant budget reductions, and the Manufacturing 
Extension Partnership (MEP) network that many manufacturers depend on for workforce and 
technical assistance is navigating an uncertain budget environment. State and local officials control 
many of the levers that matter most, including workforce boards, community college programs, 
apprenticeship systems, and economic development incentives. The regions that will build the 
strongest defense manufacturing workforces are the ones that align these local assets with federal 
priorities rather than waiting for federal programs to solve the problem for them.
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ACENet: AMERICA’S CUTTING EDGE NETWORK
ACENet is a national network of regional machine tool innovation centers and workforce development 
hubs supported by the Department of Defense’s Industrial Base Analysis and Sustainment (IBAS) 
program. The network currently operates in Florida, North Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and West 
Virginia, with continued expansion planned. ACENet’s workforce programs focus on two areas: machine 
tool technology (through the America’s Cutting Edge initiative) and metallurgical trades (through the 
Metallurgical Engineering Trades Apprenticeships and Learning, or METAL, initiative, which covers 
casting, forging, and metallurgy).

ACENet is significant for state and local officials because it represents a model of federal investment 
that is explicitly regional in design. Each hub is tailored to local industry needs and partners with local 
educational institutions and manufacturers. For regions not currently served by an ACENet hub, the 
expanding network represents an opportunity to make the case for inclusion. For regions that do have 
a hub, the question is whether state and local workforce investments are aligned with what the hub is 
doing.

THE MANUFACTURING EXTENSION PARTNERSHIP (MEP)
The MEP network, administered by the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST), operates 
centers in all 50 states and Puerto Rico. MEP centers provide small and mid-size manufacturers 
with technical assistance across a wide range of areas including workforce development, process 
improvement, technology adoption, cybersecurity readiness (see Issue #2), and supply chain 
integration. For many small manufacturers, the local MEP center is the single most important source of 
outside assistance they have access to.

The MEP program is currently navigating a difficult budget environment. The administration’s FY2026 
budget proposal sought to eliminate all federal funding for MEP, directing that carryover funds 
be used for an orderly program shutdown. Earlier in 2025, funding for 10 state MEP centers was 
temporarily suspended before being restored following bipartisan congressional pushback. Congress 
has since included $175 million for MEP in FY2026 appropriations language, with a requirement to 
maintain centers in all 50 states and Puerto Rico. The program continues to operate, but the funding’s 
future is unclear.

For state and local officials, this uncertainty has practical implications. If your region’s manufacturers 
rely on the MEP center for workforce development support, cybersecurity assistance, or supply chain 
guidance, it is worth understanding the center’s current funding status and what contingency plans 
exist if federal support is further reduced.

BUDGET SHIFTS: READING THE SIGNALS
The broader federal budget picture for defense manufacturing workforce programs reflects a shift 
in emphasis rather than a simple reduction. The Defense Logistics Agency’s (DLA) ManTech budget 
request for FY2026 is $50.6 million, down from $100.4 million in FY2025, a 49.6% decrease. At the 
same time, investment in additive manufacturing increased 83%, and programs like ACENet continue 
to expand. The signal is that federal dollars are moving toward specific technology areas and delivery 
models (like regional hubs) and away from broader programmatic funding.

State and local officials should read this as a shift in how workforce development will be funded and 
delivered, not as an indication that workforce has become less important. The federal government 
is increasingly looking for regional partners who can co-invest and coordinate, rather than simply 
distributing funds through national programs. This is where the regional ecosystem model becomes 
relevant.
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What This Means for Your Region
The regions that are building the strongest defense manufacturing workforces share a common 
approach: they treat workforce development as a regional coordination challenge, not a collection 
of individual programs. This is the regional manufacturing ecosystem model, and it works because it 
aligns the stakeholders who need to be at the same table but often are not: manufacturers who know 
what skills they need, educational institutions that train workers, workforce boards that allocate public 
training dollars, economic development offices that recruit and retain employers, and federal program 
offices that set priorities and fund initiatives.

In practice, this means a manufacturer in your region should not have to navigate five different 
agencies to find a training program, a cybersecurity assessment, and a workforce recruitment pipeline. 
A well-coordinated regional ecosystem connects those resources into a coherent pathway. The regions 
that have done this effectively have seen measurable results in manufacturer engagement, training 
completion rates, and defense contract readiness.

If you are a state or local official you are uniquely positioned to drive this coordination because you are 
at the intersection of the relevant systems. Governors’ offices can convene stakeholders. Workforce 
boards can align training investments with employer demand. Community colleges can adapt curricula. 
Economic development offices can connect manufacturers with federal programs like ACENet and MEP. 
None of these things happen automatically, and none of them happen without leadership at the state 
and local level.

The current budget environment makes this coordination more important, not less. As federal funding 
shifts toward models that reward regional alignment and co-investment, regions that have already built 
coordinated ecosystems will be better positioned to compete for the dollars that remain. Regions that 
are still operating in silos will find it harder.
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Questions to Ask
	▶ Do we have a clear picture of defense manufacturing employer demand in our region? Have 

we surveyed local manufacturers about their current and projected workforce needs, including 
positions they cannot fill and skills they cannot find?

	▶ Are our workforce board investments aligned with defense manufacturing demand, or are we 
training for occupations that do not match what employers are hiring for? When was the last time 
we validated our training programs against actual employer input?

	▶ What is the current funding status of our state’s MEP center, and what services is it providing to 
defense manufacturers in our region? If federal MEP funding were further reduced, what state or 
local resources could fill the gap?

	▶ Is our region served by an ACENet hub or any other federally supported defense manufacturing 
workforce program? If not, what would it take to make the case for inclusion? If so, are our local 
workforce and education investments aligned with the hub’s focus areas?

	▶ Do we have a mechanism for coordinating across workforce boards, community colleges, 
economic development offices, and manufacturers on defense workforce issues? If not, who 
should convene that conversation?
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About This Series

The Defense Manufacturing Brief Series is published by the Center for Regional Economic 
Competitiveness (CREC) through the Manufacturing Momentum initiative. Each brief translates 
federal defense manufacturing policy into actionable intelligence for state and local government 
officials. To receive future briefs, visit manufacturingmomentum.org.

Need Help Thinking This Through?
The Manufacturing Momentum initiative at CREC works with state and local officials to connect 
federal defense manufacturing policy to regional economic and workforce strategy. If you are 
working through what CMMC or other defense industrial base developments mean for your 
community, we welcome the conversation. Contact us at info@manufacturingmomentum.org.
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