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Your Major Employer Leaves –  
Now What?
By Steve Vierck, CEcD

Nine Steps to Economic Recovery

An increasingly large number of communities are dealing with the loss of one  
of their major employers.  Such closures can be devastating. Fortunately, there are  

valuable assistance programs in place as well as instructive lessons to be learned from 
regions that have successfully recovered. This article examines the experiences of  

four communities impacted by the loss of one of their major employers and  
offers nine recommendations on ways to help ensure recovery.
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n increasingly large number of 
communities and economic de-
velopment professionals are deal-

ing with the loss of one of their major 
employers. Within the past five years alone, 
there have been more than 5400 industrial 
plant closures across the United States, an av-
erage of more than 1000 closures per year ac-
cording to BuildCentral.com. In addition, more 
than 400 military installations have been closed 
through the five rounds of the Base Realignment 
and Closure Commission (BRAC) process which 
started in 1989. 

	 The news that a major employer is leaving can 
send shock waves throughout the community. All 
for good reason, as the repercussions can be im-
mense, with many jobs and lives adversely affected 
and the economic future of the entire community 
often at stake. The so-called “ripple” effect of eco-
nomic impact from a closure sometimes feels more 
like a tidal wave.

	 The loss of jobs and income not only affects the 
lives of the laid off workers and their families but 
also reverberates through many other businesses as 
lower incomes result in fewer purchases.  As sales 
decline and property valuations plummet, tax reve-
nues are slashed.  This compression of tax revenues 
comes right at the time when public resources are 
most needed. For example, Moraine, Ohio, which 
experienced the closure of a General Motors plant 
in 2008, lost roughly one-third of its local income 
tax collections and has been forced to downsize its 
city staff.  

	 Many manufacturers, such as automobile as-
sembly facilities, have extensive networks of nearby 
suppliers that are unable to stay open once their 
primary customer closes. The Moraine region, with 

over 90 GM suppliers in 14 Ohio communities, lost 
over 800 additional jobs at larger suppliers in addi-
tion to the 4200 jobs that were lost when General 
Motors closed. Several companies, such as James-
town Industries, Johnson Controls, and Plastec 
closed their local facilities, while others have been 
forced to downsize. 

	 The following article examines the experiences 
of four communities impacted through closures 
and offers nine recommendations on the best ways 
to recover from the loss of a major employer. Two 
communities are contending with relatively re-
cent closures – Moraine, Ohio, which had a Gen-
eral Motors assembly plant close a few days before 
Christmas in 2008, and Parsons, Kansas, which is 
coping with the shuttering of the Kansas Army Am-
munition Plant during the last round of the BRAC 
process. Its site is transitioning into the 13,727-acre 
Great Plains Industrial Park. 

	 The other two examples, which are located in 
Arizona’s two largest metropolitan areas, Phoenix 
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The Phoenix-Mesa Gateway Airport has emerged from the closure of the former Williams 
Air Force Base during the 1991 round of Brac. The airport’s scheduled air service has 
rapidly expanded to almost 1 million passengers annually.
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and Tucson, have had many years to try to develop new 
economic activity. Phoenix-Mesa Gateway Airport has 
emerged from the closure of the former Williams Air 
Force Base during the 1991 round of BRAC. The Uni-
versity of Arizona Science and Technology Park resulted 
from the closure of most of IBM’s Tucson operations and 
reduction in its workforce from more than 6,000 to less 
than 800 employees and the acquisition of the company’s 
campus by the University of Arizona in 1994. 

1. Quickly form a recovery leadership  
team - and think regionally
	 It is essential to immediately form a strong recovery 
leadership team. Closures of large facilities often impact 
large regions, so it is imperative that a regional approach 
be undertaken with broad regional representation from 
city, county, and state leadership; economic/community 
development organizations; education/workforce devel-
opment; and the private sector. Representatives of state 
and congressional offices should be on the team as they 
can access grant funds and other governmental assistance 
to help rebound from the closures. 

	 It is important to include organizations such as  
regional foundations that can provide philanthropic  
resources to assist with the transition. In addition, com-
munities should seek the active involvement of “subject 
matter experts” with acumen in fields that will be critical 
to the recovery such as commercial real estate and de-
velopment, manufacturing, and workforce development.

	 Moraine and the Dayton region have taken a strong 
regional approach to the GM plant closure recovery pro-
cess. According to Michael Davis, the city of Moraine’s 
economic development director, their community has 
been fortunate “to have a strong consortium of regional 
partners who realized the importance of not letting the 
former GM Moraine assembly plant sit idle or be acquired 
by a metal scrap company leading to demolition.” The re-
covery planning and implementation of initiatives have 
benefitted from the active participation of the adjacent 
communities of Dayton, West Carrolton, and Kettering 
as well as Montgomery County, the Dayton Development 
Coalition, and the state of Ohio. 

	 Parsons has had to pull together as a community be-
fore in order to recover from the 1987 closure of the Katy 
Rail Shops and a devastating F3 tornado in 2000, which 
destroyed more than 800 homes and 100 businesses. 
According to Parsons’ economic development director 
Carolyn Kennett, the lessons that had been learned from 
responding to the 1987 closure of Union Pacific’s Katy 
Rail Shops have helped the community cope with the 
Kansas Army Ammunition Plant closure. “We found with 
the closure of the Katy Rail Shops that quickly starting 
communication with key people in the community and 
working with them to develop a plan was very benefi-
cial. Getting buy-in from this group helped develop a war 
chest for future economic development efforts.”

2. Pursue funding sources for each  
step along the way
	 Successfully recovering from a major closure often re-
quires a significant outlay of resources at a time when 
local revenues may be declining, so it is important to 
identify and pursue sources of grants, loans, and other 
resources. These resources can come from all levels of 
government, businesses, and philanthropic sources such 
as foundations. Having representation on the recovery 
leadership team of those potential funders will help with 
identifying potential funding sources, as well as with 
gaining “buy-in” to ensure that requests are championed.

	 There are three main federal funding sources for 
closed facilities: the Department of Commerce’s Eco-
nomic Development Administration, the Department of 
Defense’s Office of Economic Adjustment and the U.S. 
Department of Labor.

	 The Economic Development Administration (EDA) 
is a primary source of federal funding, with high priori-
tization awarded to communities affected by employer 
closures. “Special Needs” regions (which include those 
suffering from the closure of a major employer) are  
eligible for both Public Works Investments and Economic 
Adjustment Assistance Investments. The EDA investment 
assistance rate for such projects is usually 50 percent, 
with a possible additional 30 percent available based on 
the relative needs of the regions.

Frequently Used Grant/Funding Sources

•	 Economic Development Administration/ 
	 U.S. Department of Commerce

•	 Office of Economic Adjustment/ U.S. Department of Defense 

•	 U.S. Department of Labor and Local Workforce  
	 Investment Boards

•	 State Government

•	 Local Government and Planning Authorities

•	 Departing Employer

•	 Regional Foundations

•	 Purchaser of Facilities

The former Kansas Army Ammunition Plant has transitioned into  
the Great Plains Industrial Park.
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	 The Public Works Investments can fund activities that 
seek to either acquire/develop land, or those that im-
prove facilities for use in public works, public service, 
or other types of developmental facilities. Economic Ad-
justment Incentives are especially relevant for communi-
ties experiencing the sudden loss of a major employer 
and can be used for a variety of tools, including the de-
velopment of a Comprehensive Economic Development 
Strategy (CEDS); expanding the capacities of public of-
ficials and EDOs to work with business; assistance with 
overcoming obstacles identified in the CEDS; or the de-
velopment of innovative public and private approaches 
to economic restructuring and revitalization. Completion 
of a CEDS is generally a requirement for further funding. 
Moraine, for example, was able to secure 75 percent of  
its CEDS development funding through the EDA with a  
“disaster” designation. 

	 The Department of Defense’s Office of Economic  
Adjustment (OEA) has been the primary source of assis-
tance for many former military facilities.  The OEA’s mis-
sion is to assist communities impacted by Department of 
Defense (DOD) changes, including those that result from 
defense cutbacks and base closures. This includes both 
financial and technical assistance in providing new em-
ployment opportunities and ways of re-using the vacated 
physical facilities.  

	 OEA has contributed almost $3 million towards plan-
ning and facilities conversion to date to the Phoenix-Me-
sa Gateway Airport in addition to providing a profession-
al representative who has helped guide the community 
through the BRAC process. The closure of the former 
Williams Air Force Base came as a shock to many in 
the East Valley of the Phoenix metropolitan area when 
it came in the 1991 round of the Base Realignment and 
Closure (BRAC) process. Williams had served as the fore-
most pilot training facility since World War II, graduating 
more student pilots than any other base in the country 
and supplying 25 percent of the Air Force’s pilots annu-
ally. When it formally closed in 1993, there was a loss of 
3800 jobs and $300 million in economic activity.

	 The former Air Force base initially needed to estab-
lish an Intergovernmental Agreement Group and a Local 
Redevelopment Authority (LRA), the Williams Gateway 
Airport Authority, which works with both the Depart-
ment of Defense and local public and private leaders in 
preparing and implementing redevelopment plans. An 
LRA needs to be recognized by OEA in order to receive 
property and assistance funding.

	 The Department of Labor’s Workforce Investment Act 
provides funding for training programs aimed at creating 
employment opportunities for adults, youth, and “dislo-
cated” workers (those affected by layoffs). Such funding is 
allocated to state and local Workforce Investment Boards. 
In the case of dislocated workers, 60 percent of funds 
are allocated to local boards and 40 percent are reserved 
for the state, of which 25 percent must be reserved for 
rapid response activities. Workforce Investment Boards 
work through “One Stop Shops” which provide custom-
ers with information about and access to a wide variety 
of job training, education, and employment services.  Lo-
cal and state Workforce Development Boards are good 
sources of additional assessment and training funds for 
laid off workers. 

	 Those businesses vacating a facility will sometimes 
help with recovery costs. Following closure of its Katy 
Rail Yard, the Union Pacific railroad provided $1 million 
in funding to Parsons and Labette County to help with 
recovery efforts. Some businesses are generous in their 
support. Others are not supportive beyond any mandat-
ed closure notification or support. Intervention of state 
or federal officials can sometimes be of help in encourag-
ing departing businesses to assist with costs of the recov-
ery. It is not unusual for departing entities to donate their 
facilities to the community.

	 Funding and other assistance should be identified for 
each step in the revitalization process. All three main fed-

eral government sources can assist with fund-
ing for the development of recovery strategies 
and action plans while EDA and OEA also pro-
vide grants for infrastructure improvements. 
The DOL and Workforce Development Boards 
provide grants for workforce assessment and 
planning as well as retraining to assist laid off 
workers with the transition to new industries. 
Local and state governments often support the 
cost of marketing the impacted region and fa-
cility to prospective employers.  

Embraer is one of an increasing number of aircraft service operations located at 
Phoenix-Mesa Gateway Airport.

OEA has contributed almost $3 million  
towards planning and facilities conversion to date to 

the Phoenix-Mesa Gateway Airport in addition  
to providing a professional representative who  

has helped guide the community through  
the BRAC process. 
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3.	Collaboratively develop a strong  
plan of attack 
	 An effective Comprehensive Economic Development 
Strategy (CEDS) can provide a game plan to ultimate 
success and is often required in order to receive certain 
types of federal funding. Development of a CEDS should 
broadly engage the community and affected parties in as-
sessing the situation and identifying solutions. Accord-
ing to Phoenix-Mesa Gateway’s director, Lynn Kusey, the 
strategy needs to “have a long range vision that resonates 
with leadership.”

	 An example of the framework used by AngelouEco-
nomics and Foote Consulting in working with the com-
munity and region on developing the Moraine/Greater 
Dayton regional CEDS is shown above. The strategic eco-
nomic development planning approach generally follows 
these major steps:

•	 Stakeholder Input,

•	 Market Analysis,

•	 Target Industry Identification,

•	 Strategies and Implementation Plan, and

•	 Performance Measures.

	 Several additional facets that are often employed in 
communities recovering from closures include in-depth 
facility assessment, a reverse site selection exercise to 
evaluate facility and regional appropriateness for cer-
tain types of economic development projects, detailed  
workforce assessment and identification of specific com-
panies that could be appropriate fits for the vacated site 
or building.

	 Bruce Wright, University of Arizona associate vice 
president for economic development and chief operating 
officer of the University of Arizona Science and Technol-
ogy Park, said that although developing their reuse plan-
ning entailed a “huge upfront investment,” it was a valu-
able one that has “served the park well over the years.” 

	 Carolyn Kennett summed up the approach that Par-
sons took: “Getting an accurate evaluation of our poten-
tial, an initial baseline assessment was completed. From 
that assessment, target industries were recommended 
based on current industry trends, the strengths of our 
existing industries, and the community’s vision. Recom-
mendations and action strategies partnered the city of 
Parsons with the Great Plains Development Authority, 
creating a synergy that could strengthen the region. With 
combined efforts, we can focus our recruitment on rec-
ommended target industries, build and expand on the 
existing industrial base, and expand our entrepreneur-
ship program.”

Source: AngelouEconomics and Foote Consulting; Moraine, Ohio Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy

	 Development of a CEDS should  
broadly engage the community and  

affected parties in assessing the  
situation and identifying solutions.  

According to Phoenix-Mesa Gateway’s  
director, Lynn Kusey, the strategy needs  

to “have a long range vision that  
resonates with leadership.”

Moraine CEDS Example

Trip 1: Project Kickoff  

u	Review existing reports,
	 studies, contracts

u	Develop Survey

Trip 2: Community 
Roundtables

u	Facilitate interviews 
	 and focus groups

u	Conduct visioning 
	 workshop

u	Build project website

u	Launch surveys

u	Identify labor market, 
	 occupational, and  
	 demographic trends

u	Examine land and 
	 infrastructure assets  
	 and economic initiatives

u	Benchmark region 
	 against the state and  
	 nation

u	Analyze strengths, 
	 weaknesses,  
	 opportunities and  
	 threats (SWOT)

Trip 3: Present Market 
Analysis

u	Identify 3-5 Industry
	 clusters and specific  
	 niches within the  
	 clusters that are optimal  
	 choices for pursuit by  
	 the city

u	Seek out attraction, 
	 expansion, and start up 
	 opportunities

u	Examine supply chain 
	 opportunities

u	Complete Location 
	 Criteria Scorecard

Stakeholder Input Market Analysis GM Site Evaluation
Target Industry  
Diversification  
Strategy

Reverse Site  
Selection

Strategies and  
Implementation  
Plan

654321

u	Perform a corporate 
	 site selection review  
	 on the GM facility

u	Meet with facility 
	 manager and tour plant

u	Assess market fit 
	 of buildings and  
	 infrastructure

Trip 3: Present GM 
Site Evaluation

u	Meet with facility 
	 manager

u	Identify community 
	 strengths and  
	 weaknesses

u	Assess community fit 
	 with current market  
	 conditions

u	Define appropriate targets 
	 and strategy for securing  
	 community development

u	Identify potential 
	 companies to target  
	 for community

Trip 4: Present Target 
Industries & Reverse  
Site Selection  
(Location Scoreboard)

u	Identify competitive
	 matches between niche 
	 industries and state 
	 incentives

u	Identify companies 
	 to recruit

u	Map out action plan for 
	 enhancing competitiveness

u	Develop implementation 
	 timeline

u	Create annual scorecard 
	 for future performance  
	 evaluation

u	Seek out attraction, 
	 expansion, and startup  
	 opportunities

Trip 5: Present Final 
Recommendations

Trip 6: Project Rollout
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	 The evaluation of any impacted region needs to be 
frank in its assessment of the region’s competitive advan-
tages and disadvantages as this is the starting point from 
which recommendations are developed. It is important 
to think outside of the box. For instance, the CEDS pro-
cess revealed that the Great Plains Industrial Park is no-
table not only for its prime industrial space, but also as 
a nature lover’s paradise with hunting and fishing tour-
ism potential that is now being capitalized upon through 
tourism marketing. Over 3,000 acres have been set aside 
for the Kansas Department of Wildlife and Parks, and 
deer and turkey have been allowed to thrive for the last 
50 years. Native prairie grasses and wild flowers sur-
round wetlands and 162 fishing ponds.

4.	Do a frank assessment of the facility  
and take corrective action to make it  
“market ready”
	 There are a large and growing number of vacated 
industrial, commercial, and military facilities on the 
market. Hence, it is crucial to frankly assess the condi-
tion and market readiness of the site and buildings in 
order to best position the vacated site for desirable proj-
ects. According to Deane Foote of Foote Consulting,  
“Availability of large industrial buildings will continue to 
rise and prices will fall as supply continues to outpace 
demand due to the still sluggish 
economy. Specialized facilities 
that are properly priced, match 
growth target company needs, 
and are in good shape will have 
the best potential for sale or lease 
in this uncertain market.”

	 To help facilitate an expe-
ditious evaluation of the facil-
ity, even if it is still occupied,  
Michael Davis of Moraine em-
phasizes working closely with the 
departing employer. “Our his-
torically strong relationship with 
GM played a significant role in 
our efforts to keep momentum in 
the reutilization and acquisition and the ultimate success  
of having the facility in a private developer’s hands within 
2 ½ years from the date of closure.”  

	 An objective “reverse site selection” exercise was con-
ducted which favorably compared the former GM facility 
and other community attributes with those provided by 
other communities containing vacated automotive plants. 
The plant site was recently acquired by the Industrial Re-
alty Group (IRG), which is conducting an in-depth as-
sessment of the property. Redevelopment is preferable to 
demolition for Davis and Moraine. “By having the facility 
owned by an experienced and successful industrial re-
developer, our region is in a position to offer a site with 
extremely low pricing and all existing infrastructure.”

	 Market-based reuse generally involves some combina-
tion of demolition, modification, and new construction, 

as well as the provision of 
new or upgraded infrastruc-
ture. Phoenix-Mesa Gateway 
Airport needed to make sub-
stantial investments in infra-

structure, including construction of an access road and 
water and sewer improvements, in order to successfully 
redevelop the site. Along with filling most of the vacated 
buildings on the former base, it has also supported the 
construction of 17 new buildings by the private sector on 
land leased by the LRA.

	 Older industrial facilities may not be attractive to  
current users as characteristics that were once very  
common, such as low ceiling height and multiple floors, 
are not conducive to modern operations. However, va-
cated buildings often contain valuable equipment and 
features that are too expensive to move but of substantial 
value to certain industries. Overhead cranes, reinforced 
floors, rail sidings, and telecommunications infrastruc-
ture are examples. Equipment left behind is often appli-
cable to a far wider array of industries beyond that of the 
departing company.

The Moraine, Ohio, site formerly occupied by 
General Motors was recently purchased by the  
Industrial Realty Group (IRG), which is conduct-
ing an in-depth assessment of the 386-acre site.

“Our historically 
strong  

relationship with 
GM played a 

significant role in 
our efforts to keep momentum in the  

reutilization and acquisition and the 
ultimate success of having the facility 
in a private developer’s hands within  
2 ½ years from the date of closure.”

Legend
GM Property

Non-GM Property
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5.	Look for cross-cutting competencies  
of laid-off workers and market those 
“stranded” workforce skills which  
are transferable to emerging industries
	 Many regions don’t fully capitalize upon the skills of 
the laid off workers, even though those skills can often be 
a powerful lure for replacement employers. Sometimes 
the best “re-employment” opportunities are found within 
other industries that require similar skills.  For instance, 
the graph below depicts many of the skills found in the 
automotive industry that are readily transferable to the 
clean energy industry. 

	 Brevini, an Italian corporation with a long history in 
the renewable energy field, took advantage of this skill 
transferability. It had a pressing need for workers familiar 
with gear box production for application to the manufac-
turing of wind turbines. They found ample expertise in 
place in Muncie, Indiana, a long-time center of automo-
tive gear box development and production, which had 
lost employment opportunities due to the decline of the 
automotive industry. Brevini opened a production facility 
there and plans to hire 450 workers at an average salary 
exceeding $45,000. 

	 The U.S. Department of Labor and local Workforce 
Development Boards have substantial funding to assist 
with the transition of laid off workers into emerging in-
dustries. These funds can be used for the assessment as 
well as the education and training of laid-off workers. 
“Retooling” of the workforce is often critical to the suc-
cess of any recovery effort.	

6.	Understand what industries are  
expanding within the region and the 
competition including similar  
vacant facilities
	 With so much at stake, it is imperative for impact-
ed communities to understand in depth the market for 
the types of projects locating and expanding within the 
region. Yet some communities are oblivious to market 
trends and changing opportunities. It is important for 
impacted communities to carefully research the types of 
businesses that have been locating facilities within their 
region as well as their specific facility requirements. It is 
revealing to map these locations in order to better discern 
those industries which favor locations similar to that of 
the impacted community, i.e. industries which locate in 
smaller rural communities versus metropolitan areas.

	 Conway Data is one source of such economic devel-
opment locations information. The industry analysis ta-
ble, which is based on Conway Data information, shows 

Sometimes the best “re-employment”  
opportunities are found within other  

industries that require similar skills.  

Workforce Skills Transferability Example

Source: AngelouEconomics, Moraine Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy
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Auto Plant Workers Understand Workforce Skills New Clean Energy Jobs 

Knowledge

Skills

Abilities

•	Mechanical: Knowledge of machines and 
tools, including their designs, uses, repair, 
and maintenance; 

•	Mathematics: Knowledge of arithmetic, 
algebra, geometry, calculus, statistics, and 
their applications

•	Active Listening: Giving full attention 
to what other people are saying, taking  
time to understand the points being made,  
asking questions as appropriate, and not 
interrupting

•	Critical Thinking: Using logic and 
reasoning to identify the strengths and 
weaknesses of alternative solutions,  
conclusions, or approaches to problems

•	Information Ordering: The ability to 
arrange things or actions in a certain order 
or pattern according to a specific rule or  
set of rules

•	Deductive Reasoning: The ability to 
apply general rules to specific problems to 
produce answers that make sense
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that even in the first two quarters of 2009, a period with 
a drastically reduced level of economic development ac-
tivity, there were still opportunities for Parsons and the 
Great Plains Industrial Park judging from locations with-
in the surrounding four-state region.

	 It is also important for impacted communities to iden-
tify the competition for projects including those commu-
nities that can offer similar vacant facilities and the attri-
butes of those facilities.  

7.	Be creative about reuse opportunities
	 A multitude of diverse economic development uses 
have gone into the sites and facilities left behind by de-
parting employers including research and development, 
manufacturing, higher education/technical training, in-
cubators, distribution, retail, and customer service cen-
ters. Impacted regions should look for traditional and 
non-traditional users that would benefit from the special 
assets of the site and region.  

	 Consideration should be given to those emerging in-
dustries resulting from convergence of one or more target 
industries as these often are areas of special competitive 
strength. For instance, the historically-strong acumen 
of Moraine and the Dayton area in advanced materials, 
machining, and aerospace lends itself well to emerging 
industries such as wind turbine and unmanned airborne 
vehicles development. 

	 Examples of successful facility reuse have frequently 
involved drastic change in usage from the previous ten-
ant. Gene DePrez of Global Innovator Partners cites the 
example of the transformation of the former New Eng-
land Confectionary Company (NECCO) candy manu-
facturing plant in Cambridge, Massachusetts, into the 

Novartis Institutes for Biomedical Research world head-
quarters. More than 3,000 scientists and technologists 
are now employed there.

	 The University of Arizona Science and Technology 
Park has successfully developed over time a diverse range 
of employers with heavy emphasis on technology and 
entrepreneurship. The former IBM campus has grown 
from two tenants and 1,200 employees to 43 companies 
and business organizations with over 7,000 employees. 
It seeks to “support high technology companies in all 
phases of development” according to Bruce Wright. Its 
tenant base includes a diverse range of employers includ-
ing four Fortune 500 companies (Canon USA, Citigroup, 
IBM and Raytheon) and many emerging technology com-
panies such as NP Photonics, and DILAS Diode Laser. It 
also houses the Arizona Center for Innovation, a technol-
ogy business incubator which has incubated almost 50 
companies since 2003.

Selected University of Arizona Science  
and Technology Park Tenants

•	 Raytheon Missile Systems – engineering, finance, supply 
	 chain and sub-assembly of missile systems

•	 Citigroup – global financial services support center

•	 IBM – storage development, global services, and software

•	 NP Photonics – single-frequency fiber lasers and ASEs

•	 DILAS Diode Laser – high power diode laser manufacturer

•	 EMCORE Solar Arizona – high-efficiency CPA array 
	 systems for utility and large scale commercial solar power  
	 generation facilities

•	 First Light LLC – utility-scale solar project developer

•	 Aria International – surveillance and communications 
	 equipment and solutions

Source: AngelouEconomics analysis of Conway Data New Plants data base

   PArsons Expanding Industry Analysis

The University of Arizona Science and Technology Park is home to  
43 companies and organizations with over 7,000 employees.
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	 The Park contributes approximately $3 billion annu-
ally to Pima County’s economy and is one of southern 
Arizona’s largest employment hubs. It recently opened 
“The Solar Zone,” a 200-acre center that will provide the 
Science and Technology Park with solar energy, house 
solar companies, serve as a leading center of industry 
research, and raise education about and awareness of re-
newable energies. Bell Independent Power Corporation 
will construct a 5-MW solar plant with a thermal storage 
system that will be the first of its kind in the world.

	 Phoenix-Mesa Gateway Airport is developing into an 
international aerospace center with more than 35 com-
panies in aircraft maintenance, modification, testing, and 
pilot training. One specific area of concentration is as an 
aircraft service center with tenants Embraer, Cessna, and 
Hawker-Beechcraft. A major competitive draw for the 
service centers is the aircraft maintenance programs of-
fered by Chandler-Gilbert Community College, another 
Airport tenant. 

	 The former Air Force base has developed into a ma-
jor educational center with Arizona State University’s 
Polytechnic Campus and its more than 10,000 students 
serving as a significant asset for employers. The former 
base has also capitalized upon its three long runways to 
become a reliever airport to Phoenix Sky Harbor Inter-
national Airport with rapidly expanding utilization. Al-
legiant Air provides scheduled commercial service to 27 
cities with more than 900,000 passengers annually.

8. Aggressively market to targeted  
industries and specific companies
	 Unfortunately, impacted communities often follow up 
strong planning efforts with weak implementation and 
marketing for replacement employers. It is imperative to 
not only identify target industries but also specific com-
panies within those industries (note the depiction of that 
screening process on the right) and to connect to them 
through a proactive marketing program. This requires 
ensuring that adequate personnel and other resources 

are in place to aggressively communicate both 
regional and facility message points to prospec-
tive companies. A long range effort needs to  
be put in place as recovery efforts can take a 
long time.

	 If the facility is privately owned, the prop-
erty owner and leasing agents are natural allies 
for external marketing initiatives. Effective rela-
tionship marketing programs should also focus 
on decision influencers such as site consultants 
and tenant representative brokers that concen-
trate on the types of projects targeted within 
the strategy. Local brokers can help to gain  
national/international exposure through their 
national networks.

	 Sometimes opportunities are present to 
quickly re-fill the facility and should be vig-
orously pursued with in-depth research,  
aggressive marketing, and innovative incentive 
programs. 

	 The state of Delaware responded expeditiously to 
the closure of a Valero refinery in Delaware City by  
supporting the acquisition of the refinery by another  
group. This is an example where the replacement 
employer will directly benefit from the skill sets of the  
dislocated workers. 

	 Marketing and support to existing businesses and 
entrepreneurs through retention and expansion pro-
grams should not be neglected. Business start-ups can 
replace many of the lost jobs from the closure, building  

Source: AngelouEconomics

The recently opened 200-acre “Solar Zone” at the Science and Technology Park 
will provide solar energy, house solar companies, and serve as a leading center of 
research and education about renewable energies.

•	 Analyze community 
strengths and existing 
industry mix for target 
industry location 

•	 Choose targets growing 
nationally, match with 
general community assets  

•	 Narrow targets into specific 
niche sectors that match 
workforce, site specific  
assets

•	 Begin target marketing

Company Prospects

Niche Sectors

Target Industries

Community Strengths

Target Industry and Company Selection
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Hiring?  

         Seek a Certified Economic Developer (CEcD).
As an employer, you can be assured that the Certified Economic Developers you hire will be  
well-connected and well-informed of innovative strategies and industry trends.  Select your next  
employee from among the best candidates – add “CEcD preferred” to your next job posting!

Working on staff development? Encourage your staff to become Certified Economic Developers.

                                      You have talented employees that you want to retain.  By supporting  
                                       your staff in obtaining the Certified Economic Developer designation,   
                                       you provide an opportunity for them to achieve recognition 
                                       for their proficiency in economic development.  

                                        For more information contact Kobi Enwemnwa at  
                                         kenwemnwa@iedconline.org or (202) 942-9483  
                                         or visit our website www.iedconline.org 

upon the acumen of laid off employees who choose to 
remain within the region. Many existing businesses are 
severely stressed by the major firm’s closure and support 
to them needs to be increased. With appropriate support, 
some firms will successfully maneuver into new markets.  
This has been the case in Moraine where some automo-
tive suppliers have successfully transitioned into other 
markets such as aerospace, composite materials, and 
medical equipment.

9.	Display optimistic leadership …  
and persist!
	 Positive leadership is crucial when dealing with chal-
lenges such as that presented by the closure of a major 
employer. The shock of the closure combined with un-
certainty about the future often fosters pessimism. In 
such environments, positive leadership can provide the 
spark for communities to move forward. Not all the an-
swers will be known, but a shared sense of purpose and 
hope is a critical starting point for any recovery.  

	 Persistence has been a key to Phoenix-Mesa Gateway 
Airport’s development. Air cargo was initially one of its 
primary target industries but did not develop as 
hoped due to shifts in global logistics markets.  
Fortunately, other areas such as aircraft modi-
fication and servicing and passenger air service 
have grown.  Due to economic conditions and 
market shifts, some areas of economic oppor-
tunity will grow and others will diminish over 
time. It is important to retain flexibility and re-
sponsiveness to new opportunities. According 
to Lynn Kusey, it is important to “keep the big 
vision, but stay flexible on the details.”

Put It All Together and Move Forward
	 Successful economic recovery often takes a long time, 
so a realistic and commonly shared sense of purpose, 
approach, and timing is important. Speed and focus are 
critical with the need to expeditiously form a regional 
recovery leadership team, identify appropriate fund-
ing sources, and jointly develop a strong plan of attack. 
Frank market-based assessment of both the facility and 
workforce should accurately pinpoint key differentiating 
assets. Planning and implementation need to be focused 
on real market requirements gained through in-depth as-
sessment of market opportunities as well as understand-
ing of the competition for desirable projects. Positive 
leadership can often provide the spark to help turn the 
situation around. 

	 The closure of a major employer can be devastating to 
a community. Fortunately, there are many valuable pro-
grams and other resources in place to assist with the tran-
sition. There are instructive lessons that can be learned 
from communities that have successfully recovered and 
generated new economic activity far in excess of what 
was lost.   

Positive leadership is crucial when dealing with  
challenges such as that presented by the closure of a major 

employer. The shock of the closure combined with  
uncertainty about the future often fosters pessimism.  
In such environments, positive leadership can provide  

the spark for communities to move forward. 

www.iedconline.org/?p=Certification

