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Can you give an overview of how you’ve seen the economic development profession evolve 

or change over the course of your career? 

 

I got into this business in December of 1960. [Firstly], the entities that were doing economic 

development at that time were state agencies, utilities, banks, railroads, and, in some cases, 

chambers of commerce. I know Minneapolis/St. Paul, Denver, [and] Atlanta had pretty good 

departments. I think both San Francisco and Los Angeles [did too]. You didn’t have any city [or] 

county [economic development organizations]. You did have some public-private economic 

development organizations at that time in the Southeast. But the [main] players [were the cities I 

just named].  

 

Secondly, when you were dealing with a prospect, you were typically dealing with the real estate 

manager of that company. I think it was June of 1961 [when] Morrie Fulton (sp?) and Bob Ady 

were just getting started in the business with Fantus, and they were the only consulting group 

that was doing it. You didn’t have all the big accounting firms [involved in economic 

development]. You did not have many real estate companies, either international or domestic, 

with operations. Companies pretty much represented themselves.  

 

The other thing that has changed dramatically is the use of Industrial Revenue Bonds and/or 

Private Activity Bonds. They were the rage through the 1960s, 1970s, and up to 1986. For the 

most part, with all the limitations [that have been imposed], that has [since] waned.  

 

Another thing...back in the 1960s you didn’t see much in the way of international deals. You 

didn’t see European or Asian companies coming in to set up operations here. Maybe [there were 

a few] small export/import operations on the coasts.  

 

But those [are some of] the things that have changed substantially over the last fifty years. 

 

Did these early companies, which represented themselves, have any oversight from 

government regulatory bodies?  

 

When I started, I worked for a natural gas utility company in Minneapolis. We developed 

relationships with corporate real estate managers, both the local firms in the Twin Cities area, as 

well as [firms] in Chicago and New York. There were programs set up, especially by state 

agencies, to go in and host dinners or lunches. You would bring the governor in, or maybe you’d 

bring some representative people from area businesses, to meet the corporate real estate people 

in those cities that you were trying to target. New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, and San 

Francisco were the main [cities] that we went after. [This was] simply because of our geographic 

location. But, it was basically just developing relationships with those corporate managers. [We] 

didn’t have fax machines, email, or [easy] ways to communicate. You were pretty much dealing 

with “snail mail.”  

 



So it was more corporate interests that you were worried about? There wasn’t much 

government interaction? 

 

Yea, I know [that was the case] in Minnesota because I ran the state program in the late-1960s 

and early-1970s. For the most part, the state agency was the “quarterback.” [The agency] pulled 

the economic development players from banks, utilities, railroads, and chambers of commerce, 

because [they] were the key entities doing economic development. The state could always call on 

the Governor or the Lieutenant Governor.  

 

There was a lot more travel. During my time with the St. Paul Port Authority, from 1971 to 1986, 

I probably travelled two to three weeks per month [during] the entire year.  

 

Can you elaborate on the changes in technology? 

 

Basically, we had the telephone and US Mail. We didn’t have all the demographic packages that 

are out there now to provide information. We had basic data on educational levels within the 

community, state, or county. Computers were still huge mainframes the size of a house. So, we 

really had to have all this stuff at our fingertips.  

 

[This was in addition to] having the real estate knowledge. Real estate has been the driving force 

of every community or program [that] I’ve ever worked in. We knew every building [and] every 

site. We knew what it cost to build a building at the triple net lease cost. We knew what all the 

expenses were, [and] how long it was going to take to build a building, so that you could provide 

that information when you sat down with a company [representative]. Again, it took a lot longer. 

 

[There is] one thing that’s kind of interesting. At the Port Authority, we did deals on both coasts 

and in Chicago. We owned the land and did the bond financing ourselves, so we often received 

revenue bond package proposals. When we received a proposal, I would go out to the terminal in 

Minneapolis/St. Paul and find the Northwest flight that was going to New York. I would have 

[already] put the package together in an envelope with the financing [paperwork] and the [other] 

stuff that the real estate person was seeking. [I would] find the flight attendant at Northwest 

Airlines who was on the next flight to New York, slip her a $20 or $50 bill, and ask her to drop 

the envelope in the mailbox when she [arrived]. So the next morning we’d get a phone call from 

the person on the coast [who would say], “How the devil did you get that here? We just talked 

about it yesterday!”  

 

My old boss and I joked that if we had figured that out we could’ve put FedEx out of business 

<laughs>. But we were doing that back in the 1970s. It was a way to get [it] there…just give the 

flight attendant fifty bucks. Hell, it was probably a big night out on the town for her. It got to the 

point where [we] knew some of the flight attendants because we were doing this once or twice a 

week.  

 

Are personal relationships more or less important to economic developers today? 

 

Again, I’m coming from the old school. I think they’re important. My old rule of thumb is that if 

I have a deal out there, [and] I know who it is, I want to meet [the person] face-to-face. Once 



you’ve met them, then you can start dealing with them over the phone, through email, and so 

forth. [But] right now, with everything up on websites, companies will come in and analyze your 

area—or site consultants might be doing a search for somebody—[and] they can basically hit the 

“flush button” [without] you even knowing they are there. So it’s still a relationship business.  

 

But in the corporate world, many of these organizations have downsized and outsourced their 

real estate function to consulting firms, [like] CB Richard Ellis or Grubb & Ellis, to actually do 

their real estate management. So it’s really hard. Those types of entities will only have a [short-

term] contract with Company X. At the end of that time, the actual person in the treasurer’s 

office will go out and renegotiate that contract. [This negotiation] might be with the same firm, 

[but] maybe [it is] with a new firm. So, your relationships are really much harder to maintain 

because so much of this stuff is from a distance. You don’t even really know them. Even if you 

do know who it is, two or three years down the road the person who represented General Mills, 

[may change companies]. So you would have to start the whole thing over again.  

 

It’s much harder to maintain those business relationships today. I mean, I was getting 500 to 700 

emails a day at BEDC. You spend six or seven hours going through [it], and there are probably 

two of them [that are significant]. It’s a situation where a ton of additional nonproductive work 

has been created.  

 

Can you talk about how you saw financing change within the economic development field? 

 

At the St. Paul Port Authority, we used to issue probably $100 million in bonds per year. We 

negotiated all the deals…the leases, the bond resolutions and all that…directly with the 

company’s attorneys. We didn’t let our own attorneys get [involved]. Up [until] 1986, you could 

issue revenue bonds for a warehouse, bank, industrial building, hospital, apartment houses, [or] 

anything that. You [conducted] a feasibility study and made sure that the bond underwriters had 

one year’s insurance and debt service. We used bonds extensively, whether it was at the state 

level or through utilities, to finance projects. It was basically 110% financing, because you could 

incorporate your debt service, legal fees, [and] bond accounts into the bond package. So it was a 

simple way [of financing]. [But,] the whole financing vehicle has pretty much dried up since 

1986, because now it has to be a manufacturing businesses only. You can’t do any retail or 

hospitals. There are limitations. If it’s a big company, you can’t use revenue bonds because there 

[are] limitations on capital expenditures. [They] are so limiting that you really can’t do any big 

projects anymore. 

 

Can you describe your personal career path? How did you become involved in economic 

development? 

 

I think I’ve had six jobs in the field. I started out with a Minneapolis-based natural gas 

distribution company. We bought the natural gas off the pipeline from Northern Natural and then 

just distributed it in Minneapolis and the suburbs. [I] spent from 1960 to 1966 in Minneapolis.  

 

Then I went down to St. Louis [to work for] the St. Louis Regional Growth Authority, which was 

a nine-county, bi-state group. I worked there 1966-68. I came back [and] ran the State of 

Minnesota’s Industrial Development Program from 1968 to the fall of 1971.  



 

[I] worked for the St. Paul Port Authority from 1971 to 1986. We were just a giant bank, 

actually. We had a Standard & Poor’s “A” rating on our financial statement. When I [started], we 

had $141 million in assets. When I left fifteen years later [we had] $1.4 billion. We were doing 

probably anywhere from twenty to thirty revenue bond issues per year. And three of us were 

doing it. Again, it was hospitals, parking ramps, [and] hotels. At one time, we owned all eight 

hotels in St. Paul. [It was also] barge terminals, electric transmission manufacturing, [and] tower 

transmission manufacturing facilities. You name it…small manufacturing companies, banks… 

 

And then I came out to Colorado in 1986 and worked for a county public-private economic 

development group from 1986 to 1995. Then [I] went up to Broomfield. That was another city-

county [group]. I worked here from 1995 until I retired in June of this year.  

 

What skills did you come to acquire over time? Did certain skills become more important 

as your career progressed? 

 

[I developed] negotiation [skills]. [I also developed financing skills because [of my work in] real 

estate. I’ve had a broker’s license here since 1986; and, I had one in St. Paul for fifteen or twenty 

years before I ever came to Colorado.  

 

This was a little different [from] the other economic developers in the business. They don’t ever 

get involved in the real estate side of [the business]. They don’t understand buildings. They don’t 

understand construction. They don’t understand who the good contractors are, who the bad 

contractors are, [or] how long it takes to build a building. They kind of hand it off to somebody. 

My feeling is [that] you take the prospective customer or client and you put them in your back 

pocket. You don’t let anyone else know who they are. You control that person you’re dealing 

with so they don’t get exposed to other communities or states.  Maybe you are unable to make a 

deal, but [at least] you were able to control the information and the dealings with that entity or 

individual. 

 

I still see that here in Colorado. I know, from contacts with other economic developers in IEDC, 

that real estate just [isn’t] very interesting for a lot of people in economic development. [During] 

the last fifteen years I was working here in Broomfield, we [attracted] $3.3 billion of investment 

to a city of 25,000 [citizens]. In 15 years, [that is] unheard of. 

 

So that knowledge of real estate was particularly important? 

 

Yea, because [there are] companies in Broomfield, with which I had a working relationship, [that 

still call me today]. Even though I’m retired, they are calling and saying, “Geez Don, help me. 

This is what I need. What sites can I look at in Broomfield?” I guess maybe the person that 

replaced me doesn’t put a very high priority on [the real estate aspects of economic 

development]. And if you’re a company, and you’re only going to build one or two plants in 

your life, that’s a huge deal. It’s kind of like buying a house. You buy the house and you’ve got 

to make sure you check out everything.  

 



That’s just one thing that I see. Especially [when] you get into big organizations. Jeff [Finkle] 

came from CUED, [and] that was a major city economic development organization. [Their] 

operations relied on federal money that [AEDC] didn’t really have any contact with. Most of 

those [federal] programs didn’t start evolving until into the 1970s.  

 

Why are economic developers unwilling to be more involved in the real estate aspects of the 

profession? 

 

I don’t know. Maybe it’s because of the way I grew up. My mother was a residential broker. It 

has always been interesting to me. I have undergraduate degrees in Urban Geography and 

History and two minors in Geology and Anthropology. So I’ve always been interested in land 

and development.  

 

Here in the Denver area, we would compete with other cities [for] deals, and we would hear the 

prospective clients comment that [our competition] “didn’t even know where the sites were in 

their community.” Or, they didn’t know how long [the project] would take.  

 

The other thing was the timeline [for] getting deals done. In St. Paul, it took us one day to get an 

approval for a lease, bond sale, or bond resolution. Here in Colorado, we were able to get [it] 

down to forty-five days. The profession has a lot of planners in it, and planners are the biggest 

enemy of economic developers. All they do is delay the approval process to ensure their jobs. I 

hate to be so brutal… <laughs>. 

 

Then, I spent a couple of years in law school at William Mitchell in St Paul. As we started moot 

court and writing briefs—in the 1960s before [computer] automation—we had to sit and write 

our brief and go to trial for some little minor thing. So I didn’t finish. It was a night law school in 

St. Paul. I went for two years and then “called it a day.” Then, I went through EDI at the 

University of Oklahoma and became a CED in 1972.  

 

How have you seen the most recent recession affect the economic development field? 

 

It’s brutal. I went through the 1960-61 recession [and] the energy recession in the late-1970s. [I 

also experienced] the ones that hit in the mid-1980s and the one around 1999-2000. This is the 

worst one I’ve ever seen in fifty years because it hasn’t [improved].  

 

As a result, [it has been difficult for] national organizations like the Industrial Development 

Research Council. [This is] Matt Conway’s old group, [based in] Atlanta, that was formed 

[around] 1963. It was made up of all the old corporate real estate managers. They met twice a 

year. You were active in that because that is where you developed your relationships with the 

corporate real estate managers.  

 

And then they merged around 2000 [and] brought in a lot of the corporate real estate entities. The 

falloff in corporate real estate managers in the organization [led] them [to] form a new group 

called the Industrial Asset Management Council (IAMC). And that is still run out of Atlanta. It’s 

a great group. It’s all manufacturers. And they haven’t let the major corporate [entities] into that 

organization.  



 

But again, it’s a relationship business. Those organizations with biannual meetings were a great 

place to hook up with corporate guys. But right now, with the current recession, everything has 

pretty much stopped. There [aren’t many] new deals from the outside. Here in Colorado you get 

some people “playing checkers”...moving from Boulder to Broomfield, or [from] Broomfield to 

Highlands Ranch. But outside deals have pretty much dried up. We have had a little bit of energy 

company investment [as] wind generation operations have come in. [But,] it’s the worst 

recession I’ve ever seen. And we don’t see any change…nothing is happening. I mean, they’ve 

[tried] all these [enormous] federal grants [that haven’t worked]. My observation is that most of 

that money has gone to fill shortfalls in school, city, county, and state budgets. It hasn’t really 

generated much in the way of jobs. When you look at the numbers [there is] no [indication] 

anything is going to change. [It] started [when] retail started to slide. A year ago, retailers were 

[telling] us that they were looking for the retail market to start changing by 2012 or 2013. The 

most recent [predictions] that I’ve heard [expect change in] 2014 and 2015. Well that’s five years 

out! And there’s no light at the end of the tunnel. There are just a lot of guys ‘stomping around in 

the mud,” [and] nobody is able to get solid footing. I don’t know what the easy answer is.  

 

The other thing is that we’re competing in a global economy. In this recession, the economy is 

much more global than [it was] in 1999-2001.  

 

What challenges have you overcome in your career? 

 

Just trying to “outfox the foxes” to get the deal done <laughs>. I just like doing deals [and] 

bringing new investment, new jobs, [and] new taxes to a community. If you had a company that 

was contemplating relocating from your area, [and you] were aware of this ahead of time, you 

could take satisfaction in knowing that you were able to save jobs for your town. 

 

Were you competing on more of an international scale later in your career, or was most of 

your work still local? 

 

Most of it was local, no matter whether I was working in Minnesota or Colorado. I did a 

Japanese deal with a machine tool company here back in 1990. In Minnesota—and again that 

was the late 1960s—there wasn’t much [international business]. The [North Carolina] Research 

Triangle [was] doing some of this. And obviously there was some [international business] in 

California [and on] the West Coast. But the Research Triangle was one of the first to deal with 

European companies.  

 

I know that the State of Colorado had a trade office in both Europe and Japan. But, for the most 

part, we didn’t have direct flights to either Europe or Asia, [and that] really restricts your ability 

to attract [international business]. The same thing [was true] when I was in Minneapolis and St. 

Louis. There just weren’t nonstop flights to Europe. Northwest Airlines was finally starting to fly 

to London nonstop. But we never really got involved with the automotive companies coming in 

from Europe and the Far East to set up operations simply because of the geographic area. 

 

You were involved with AEDC, correct? 

 



Yea, I became a member in the late 1960s and was Chairman in 1988-89.  

 

How did you see the organization evolve through your participation? 

 

AEDC was interesting to me because a lot of the small, rural economic development public-

private groups were very active. AEDC had programs [aimed at them]. The CED [program] was 

started by Harry Clarke, Bob Cassell, Howard Roepke, and those guys back in the 1960s in 

Texas. [They] wanted economic developers to be better trained. [They] didn’t just want a 

politician who wasn’t re-elected [to] suddenly become the economic development person in the 

community [when] they didn’t know the first thing about it.  

 

I went through EDI at the University of Oklahoma from 1967-69. We had a lot of guys [from] 

the South. The South [was] heavily represented in AEDC. Revenue Bonds were first started in 

Mississippi back in 1936. So, AEDC really focused a lot of their efforts on informing, educating, 

[and] setting up training programs in the rural areas.  

 

There [were also] small-town groups setting up economic development [offices]. I had a guy that 

worked for me in Minnesota [who] was our Rural Bureau Director. John would go out to little 

towns of four or five thousand people in southern Minnesota and he would create sales teams. 

He’d have a contractor, a banker, and who knows who else. But [there would be] about three 

people. We’d bring a prospect into that town [and] they’d do the selling job. They knew the sites, 

buildings, contractors, [and they] basically tried to close the deal.  

 

It still [comes] back to the business being about relationships. My feeling is that once you’ve met 

someone you can figure out if they’re real. [After that,] you can deal with them on the internet, 

through email, or by telephone. But it’s pretty hard to tell who you’re dealing with until you 

[meet] them.  

 

Did this rural orientation last from the early years throughout AEDC’s entire lifespan? 

 

Yea, [but] dealing with the [big] cities and the state agencies was also major part of AEDC. We 

had members and Past Chairs from Canada as well. Those economic development groups did 

pretty much the same thing. There was more government influence in Canada than in the US 

because more [projects] were run with [government] money than in the US. 

 

It wasn’t just rural, but there was a strong rural segment of the programs. They were setting up 

these two- and three-day training programs in specific areas. A lot of it dealt with trying to 

educate that rural individual. My experience over the years is that economic developers start out 

in small organizations and slowly move up. I always tell people who have worked for me [that] 

they need to work for a state agency at some point in their career if they’re going to stay in the 

business. [It is important to] have that state experience [and] an understanding [of] the political 

ramifications of the business 

 

The political side of [the business] is another thing which a lot of people either don’t like or 

don’t understand. Sometimes you have to bite your lip when you watch things happening 

politically, but unfortunately that’s just the way things go. The politics are deeply involved and 



especially [so] if you need to get incentives from a state. Then, you’re going to have to work 

with the state’s economic development director, governor, or whoever it is, [in order] to swing 

the deal for your state. 

 

You mentioned your Chairmanship of AEDC in the 1980s. What exactly were your 

responsibilities during your time as Chairman? 

 

My old boss at the Port Authority had been on the Board and got me to join when I was still with 

the State of Minnesota. I took my CED test in 1972 in Hartford and then got on the CED Board. 

We were doing the testing. [We] set up the first oral examinations. Before, it was just an essay 

and some multiple choice [questions]. I think it was probably 1975, 1977, or somewhere in there, 

[when] we started to do oral exams. [That is] a very important part of the CED test. After I was 

on the CED Board—and was Chairman in 1976 and 1977—I got on the AEDC Board of 

Directors. I think I was elected in 1979 or 1980. I was on the Board for probably four years. 

Then I was elected to get into the Chairs. I think that was probably 1984. Then I was Chairman 

from 1988-89. 

 

I started as a CED Board member. This was the organization that figured out which materials the 

candidates needed to read and use for preparation. I helped draft both the multiple choice and 

essay questions. Then, I sat on the grading program.  

 

At the same time I was working on CED, there was also a very active section of AEDC dealing 

with Revenue Bonds. There was starting to be noise in the 1970s that some of the federal players 

in Washington didn’t like Revenue Bonds. They thought they were a loss of revenue, [and that] 

the tax exemptions were more than the federal government should have to put up with. So, 

AEDC had a pretty strong committee that worked through the 1970s, and into the 1980s, trying 

to get Congress (and Rostenkowski from Illinois), [to omit] Revenue Bond legislation from the 

1986 tax bill. [The legislation would have made Revenue Bonds] so onerous that they basically 

would become useless for economic developers. [I] went to Washington [and] testified at 

different hearings. We had Rostenkowski out to St. Paul to show him, with some of his [fellow] 

Ways and Means [committee] members, what we had done with the bonds. He “rained on our 

parade,” because he led the charge, thanks to some of the staffers at the Treasury Department in 

Washington, to “sandbag” Revenue Bonds in 1986.  

 

[I tried to] expand the EDI to set up Basic Programs at different educational units around the 

country so that more people [had] training opportunities. Over the years I’ve sent administrative 

people from my organizations to the Basic Courses to [gain a] better understanding of economic 

development. Some of them have taken it upon themselves to continue on to years one, two, and 

three. One  

 

Also, writing a long paper used to be required. When I went through [EDI] in the 1960s you had 

to write a long paper, but they’ve discontinued this. I hate to say it, but [one reason] was 

monetary. In Year One you came and picked a topic. By Year Two, you had to have an outline. 

If you didn’t have the paper done by Year Three, then you didn’t get to go back. So a lot of 

people didn’t have the drive or interest to want [to finish]. They just dropped out, and [EDI] lost 

the revenue stream. When I [attended] EDI there were about 100 or 120 [students] in our Year 



One class. I think there were about thirty-five or forty who actually finished in three years. 

Again, it was long after I was out of the chairs, but that was probably a reason [that] EDI decided 

to forgo that long paper. But, I did think [the paper] was a good learning experience for anyone 

who wanted to keep their head in the profession; but, it’s long gone now. 

 

Did you teach any of these Basic Courses?  

 

I’ve taught some of the Basic Courses. There are a couple here [in Colorado].  [I’ve taught] the 

real estate [courses]. This will be the third year, in June, that there has been a Basic Course in 

Colorado. I don’t think I ever taught at EDI. I was asked a couple of times to go [there] and 

evaluate the [projects of the Year Three class. [EDI organized] an exercise [in which teams were 

given] a set of facts and [they] had to make a presentation. There were five or six teams doing 

presentations, and they were graded on their presentations. But [my effort] was not very 

extensive in that regard. 

 

You mentioned your time in Washington and lobbying on Capitol Hill. Was lobbying a 

large part of your responsibilities or was it intermittent? 

 

Well, it was intermittent primarily as it related to the Revenue Bond discussions that were going 

on in the late-1970s and early-1980s…before the ax dropped. But I’ve always [had] a fair 

amount of legislative involvement at the state levels in Minnesota, Missouri, and Colorado. Also, 

it was important to maintain relationships with elected officials regardless of what side of the 

aisle they were on. The other thing is making sure that you’re non-political. You don’t give 

campaign contributions [or] put yard signs up. If you go back and check my voter registration for 

fifty years, I’ve been unaffiliated virtually the whole time.  

 

Throughout your time with AEDC, what were the most pressing economic development 

issues? 

 

The [main one] was the ongoing battle to [retain] Industrial Revenue Bonds. Unfortunately, 

when that [went away], everything started changing. More federal money [started] going into 

urban centers. With the HUD-701 planning grants in the late-1950s and early-60s we started to 

see urban renewal [and federal money] being used to clean up and provide public housing or 

business parks. [There was an effort] to help some of the older East Coast [cities]—and also 

Chicago and St. Louis—a clean up their blighted areas. The federal [role expanded more] in the 

1970s and 1980s. At AEDC, we didn’t have a lot of the large-city groups active in the 

organization. It was mostly the banks, utilities, and state organizations that were active.  Some of 

the regional groups were [active]. But we didn’t have many economic developers from Boston, 

Philadelphia, New York, or Los Angeles. Los Angeles kind of had their own thing. California, 

and the West Coast, is a strange animal. It’s almost like a different world out there. They just 

have not become overly active in either IEDC or AEDC over the years. They’ve just done their 

own thing. 

 

Were you involved with the merger between AEDC and CUED at all? 

 



I was. When I was Chairman, I remember sitting down with Jeff [Finkle]. Jeff can speak to this 

better than I can, but I remember sitting down with him and some of the other AEDC Board 

members back in the late-1980s [and] looking at possible ways to put both programs together. 

Things were tough. It was the late-1980s, and the recession was still there. Nothing ever 

happened. Part of it was that we had some issues with an Executive Director who had been hired 

back in 1993 or 1994. I didn’t have any part in that, but he wasn’t doing a very good job. AEDC 

was struggling financially, and then there were officers of AEDC who were also involved with 

CUED. At that time, those individuals put the idea back out on the table for a possible merger of 

the two organizations, [and it] happened in 2001.  

 

What were some of the positives and negatives that came out of the merger? 

 

We basically brought the big-city economic developers back into the organization. I know Jeff 

has also been involved with some European economic developers [and] extended linkages into 

Mexico. I know he had a Year One or Basic Course down in Mexico this spring. He has been 

trying to put the invitation out to foreign players in the economic development field. I don’t 

know if there are many in Asia or Australia. I’ve missed the last couple of meetings simply 

because of funding issues. And that, again, is one of the things that the organization is going to 

have to deal with. Marketing and conference funding are things that get cut when times get tight. 

I know [that] conference attendance hasn’t been continuing to climb over the last couple of years 

simply because of economic conditions.  

 

In my view, there’s been a little falloff in terms of the program content and some of the things 

that were more interesting to the rural entities and organizations that AEDC brought to the table. 

Some of that has gone [away]. I hear that from some of my rural colleagues in the business. 

Some of the IEDC programs have been directed more at the big cities and the larger federal 

involvement. Less [has been directed to the] rural, small-town, and public-private economic 

development organizations. 

 

Again, [it has been] twenty years since I was on the Board, and it has been ten years since the 

merger. While I’ve attended meetings and gone to CED summits, typically in January, I haven’t 

been as close to it as I probably should have been, especially since I worked until [I was] 70 

before I [retired]. 

 

Do you feel that the merger was inevitable? Or could the two organizations have continued 

to exist separately? 

 

They probably could have [continued to exist separately]. Part of it was a leadership issue. 

AEDC unfortunately had a couple of individuals, one in particular, who quickly brought it down. 

At that time, a lot of officers were getting involved and directing some of the operational issues 

like programs and speakers. Jeff had done a good job w with CUED. I don’t know when CUED 

was formed, [but] he’s kind of been the “quarterback” the whole time. AEDC has had [many] 

different leaders [in that same period]. [There is conflict] anytime those kinds of changes are 

made, and [there is a] peripheral lack of energy on the edges [of the organization]. It detracts 

from it.  

 



So, I think it possibly could have continued if both organizations had strong leaders. It’s 

probably good that this has happened. Initially, when mergers happen, there are always little side 

discussions going on. But I think that has passed now, for the most part, with the exception of the 

few comments that I still hear about the programs not having as much value for the small-town 

economic development organizations. That’s the only thing I hear. 

 

Where do you see IEDC now? Where do you see it going into the future? 

 

The world economy is a whole different competitive ballgame than we’ve had to deal [before], 

and I think [we should] better educate people about this. People don’t realize that we aren’t 

competing with somebody in Kansas. It’s us and somebody in Fiji.  

 

Hell, when I was [with AEDC] in the late-1980s, we signed a document with the [Soviet] 

government to share economic development operations. We had Valentin Pavlov, who was the 

equivalent of Secretary of State, came to Washington to meet with me, Jim Roberson, John 

Morand, [and others] from AEDC. They had KGB guys with them, and they had a couple of 

guys from Soviet Georgia. We were there for about three days with them.  

 

Now, [there are] about thirteen different former Soviet provinces that are all competing on an 

international level. That’s an area that many economic development professionals, especially 

[those] at the city or county level, aren’t fully cognizant of. This isn’t us and our state next door; 

it’s us and the world. It has even gone by the ears of consumers on the street. They don’t realize, 

[when they] go to the store and pick up a shirt or a pair of socks, [that] nothing is made in the US 

anymore…whether clothes, equipment, or cars. They just don’t realize that we’ve shipped our 

manufacturing base and those good jobs overseas. 

 

During your career was there anyone who inspired you? A mentor? 

 

I suppose my boss at the [St. Paul] Port Authority, Gene Kraut. He has passed [away]. He was on 

the Board of Directors at AEDC in the 1960s and 1970s. There were other guys [like] Dr. 

Howard Roepke [and] Bob Koepke. Howard was at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign 

and Bob was at SIU in Edwardsville, Illinois. Harry Clarke [and] Bob Cassell [were] some of the 

older guys that were in their forties and fifties when I was in my twenties and thirties. George 

Craig [was] a Past Chair. He was a year before me in AEDC.  

 

[There were] a lot of guys that made this their career like me. This is the only thing that I’ve ever 

done. So those guys always tried to look outside the box [and] figure out what [they] needed to 

do next [to be] successful. I knew Jim Roberson—he last worked at the Research Triangle—but I 

knew Jim for years going back to his time in Denver with Forward Metro Denver in the 1960s. 

 

Did you mentor anyone in the economic development field? 

 

I’ll tell one story. I’ve pushed people that have worked for me to get their CED and get involved 

in AECD. First of all, [I advise them to] start in their state organization. The lady who replaced 

me here has now been elected. She’s 32 years old, she’s on the Board, and she’s President and 

CEO of the organization. I don’t know how many people I’ve pushed to go do their CED and 



stay in the business. [If] someone took the exam and flunked it, especially the essay part of it, I 

tried to work with them and help them. I’d say, “Look, you know what the questions were. Write 

out the questions and give me your essay. But [be sure to] time it.” There are probably a dozen 

people that I’ve really pushed to get involved. Michelle Claymore, works in Jefferson County 

now, got up at my retirement party in May and said, “The one thing that Don hammered into my 

head was 43,560.” That’s the number of square feet in an acre. She said she had that “tattooed on 

the back of her brain.” But again, that’s the real estate side of it.  

 

Yea, I’ve probably helped a couple dozen people. Again, a part of it is [that] it’s a relationship 

business. And you can spot a person that’s pretty talented and interested pretty quickly. 

Sometimes people would call me up, and they’d be out of work or their operation was getting 

downsized, and I just tried to help [them]. Because, you don’t know when you’re going to get 

that slip on your desk saying you’re next, and you [might] need to call on them.  

 

I’ve just tried to urge people to [attend] EDI [and] get involved there. Also, if they’re going to 

stay in the field, [I encourage them to] not only work for the state but [also to] get their CED. 

[Then they need to] get involved in their state and national economic development organizations. 

[They shouldn’t] just let time go by and not get involved. I found [that] you learn so much at the 

meetings [from] just talking to people. It may not [even] be the program, but [you learn by] just 

sitting and discussing needs, issues, and problems that are affecting your organization. [And] 

they [may be able to] help you. 

 

Do you have any other stories or anecdotes that you’d like to share? 

 

I’ve been doing [this] for a long time and haven’t left. Part of it was the day-to-day challenge. At 

the end of [each] day you would put together a list of what you’re going to do tomorrow. Then 

the phone rings or an email comes in, and it all gets scrambled. But that’s what’s driving 

you…responding to that request. 

 

Another real change is that things are happening so quickly now, especially because of websites. 

You’ve got all of this information on your service area [online], and when that real estate 

consultant, or company, or whoever it may be calls you, their probably going to have a very 

definitive list of things that want. [And] they want it sent back to them five minutes from now. 

They don’t want this stent to them tomorrow or next week. They want it yesterday. So the time 

for decision making has been compressed. Unless you have a thorough, detailed, [and] easily 

navigable website, you’re going to be left in the dust.  

 

I don’t think many smaller, rural organizations understand this. I’ll look through some 

websites—even of some state organizations that will remain nameless—and they’re pretty weak. 

Unfortunately, state agencies [will] get politicians, or friends of the new governor, appointed to 

the new economic development job [when they] don’t have any real knowledge. As a result, they 

don’t realize that it’s such an important part of the equation today. Some of this goes back to the 

EDI, and I heard this from Harry Clarke, Cassell, and some of the older leaders of AEDC back in 

the 1960s. They saw, especially in Port Authority Organizations, retired Corps of Engineers 

military people getting economic development jobs. [Those people] didn’t [understand] 

economic development.  



 

[So,] the talk then back in the 1960s, was [the desire] to create a status level [along the lines of] a 

CPA. Obviously, it would never achieve that kind of requirement, but at least [it would be] 

something to distinguish the individual as someone who has taken the time to learn and develop 

more proficiencies [in order to] take a leadership role. [This would] obviously [entail] more 

remuneration from employers. I think that’s still so true.  

 

But, I think it is critical if to get through EDI, get your CED, and stay active in the organizations. 

So many people don’t do it.  

 

Thank you very much, and say hello to Mr. Finkle, my buddy from many moons ago.  
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