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dear colleague
Letter from the Chair

	   I have been privileged to serve the IEDC membership over the past year as chairman of the 
Board of Directors. This has been a dynamic year for IEDC as the organization continues its evolv-
ing mission of providing leadership and excellence in economic development for our communities, 
members, and partners. I had three priorities as chair in 2013: strengthen our international part-
nerships around the globe, develop effective strategies for attracting and facilitating foreign direct 
investment, and provide IEDC members with cutting edge economic development strategies and 
best practices.  

	 In regards to the first priority, IEDC board and staff have worked hard throughout the past year 
to nurture our relationships with strategic international partners that share a common focus. We 
have participated in numerous international events and activities, strengthening links with such 
organizations as the World Association of Investment Promotion Agencies (WAIPA), European 
Association of Development Agencies (EURADA), International Network for Small and Medium 
Enterprises, Economic Development Australia, Economic Developers Alberta, and the Economic 
Developers Council of Ontario (EDCO). IEDC has also entered into partnership agreements with 
EDCO and the British Columbia Economic Development Association to deliver the certified eco-
nomic developers curriculum to Canadian practitioners.

	 In addition to our international partnerships, IEDC continues to build a closer working rela-
tionship with SelectUSA, an initiative of the U.S. Department of Commerce charged with promot-
ing the U.S. as a foreign investment destination, my second priority for the year. To this end, IEDC 
signed an MOU with SelectUSA  that brought the two organizations closer together. SelectUSA has 
played an active role in all our conferences this year, participated in IEDC webinars, and conducted 
staff training on how their work impacts economic development. IEDC was also a key supporter of 
SelectUSA’s first ever Investment Summit. In addition, key administration officials focused particu-
larly on the importance of FDI at the 2nd Annual White House Forum on Economic Development, 
and IEDC presented a webinar on how to “Unlock Strategies to Attract Investment from Asia.”  

	 Relative to my third priority for the year, IEDC has continued to provide cutting-edge best 
practices and strategies to economic developers, cementing our reputation as the go-to resource 
for the latest information and trends. Relative to this effort, the Economic Development Research 
Partners program released reports on such topics as “Raising the Bar Together: Successful Strate-
gies for Workforce and Economic Development Collaboration” and “The Economic Development 
Impact of Immigration.” Other recent IEDC reports include “Federal Disaster Recovery Funding: 
Minimizing Roadblocks to Maximize Resources” and “Creating the Clean Energy Economy.” Our 
conferences, professional development courses, newsletter, journal, clearinghouse services, and 
many other offerings all provide the tools and knowledge necessary to establish your community 
as a leading competitor in the global economy.

	 On a personal note, my organization – Ann Arbor SPARK – recently went through the Accred-
ited Economic Development Organization (AEDO) evaluation process, and we earned the AEDO 
designation. This program is one of the ways that IEDC is able to disseminate best practices and 
identify the most effective economic development efforts across our profession and SPARK was 
proud to host the 2013 IEDC Spring Conference here in Ann Arbor, Michigan. 

	 I could not have achieved all these goals alone. The entire Board, Jeff Finkle, and all the staff 
have been outstanding in supporting me throughout the year. I especially want to thank the Gover-
nance Committee for its commitment and support: Jay Moon, CEcD, FM; William C. Sproull, FM; 
JoAnn Crary, CEcD; Barry Matherly, CEcD; Janet Miller, CEcD, FM; and Craig Richard, CEcD. 

	 It has been a great pleasure to serve the organization this past year. I look forward to seeing 
many of you at future IEDC events. 

	 Sincerely,

	 Paul Krutko, FM 
	 IEDC Chair
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new era is sometimes on us be-
fore we know it and when that 
happens, we scramble to catch-
up. Once current we see our situation 

as the new normal. This phenomenon is nothing 
new for many.  Rapid fire changes in technology 
that characterize modern life are often accom-
panied by behavior modification.  Smart phones 
– need I say more? Unlike fleeting technological 
advances, sustainability is a slower moving long-
wave cycle that is none-the-less on the cusp of 
demanding behavioral changes from businesses 
and communities globally.  

	 Sustainability is destined to be the new normal 
for successful business organizations and for eco-
nomic developers as well. This article is fair warn-
ing to economic development practitioners that 
change is afoot and time remaining to differentiate 
your community on sustainability is growing short.  

	 In a 30-year career as a site selection consul-
tant, I’ve walked side-by-side with the economic 
development profession, participating in the steady 
evolution of best practices that define competitive 
communities.  The incremental advances that char-
acterized this recent history are about to be super-
seded by a new broader view of community with 
sustainability at the center. 

	 In this article, sustainability is first examined in 
its historic context and then by its modern use, in-
cluding how business and community viewpoints 
have evolved.  The article then explores how corpo-
rate and community perspectives on sustainability 
are converging to create new standards for defining 
competitive communities.  

Defining Sustainability
	 Growing public awareness that economic ac-
tivities were having harmful outcomes in the natu- 

ral environment culminated 
nearly five decades ago in 
giving birth to an era of en-
vironmental activism.  The 
new era saw developed 
countries for the first time 
seriously debating if it was 
possible to reduce the envi-
ronmental impacts of their 
growth.  Epic changes in 
behavior resulted, including 
those dictated by the Clean 
Air Act of 1970, Clean Wa-
ter Act of 1972, and other 
monumental achievements.  
At the same time, push-back 
from developing countries 
emerged.  These countries were concerned with the 
notion of constraining activities to protect the en-
vironment as this could hinder their achievement 
of higher levels of economic growth.  Rising from 
the debate was the realization that a new way of 
thinking was needed that would encompass envi-
ronmental challenges intertwined with economic 
and social conditions.

	 After years of discussion, the United Nations 
Brundtland Commission in 1987 addressed the is-
sue head-on by defining sustainable development as 
“development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future genera-
tions to meet their own needs.”1  

	 Initially greeted as a domain of the environmen-
tal movement, sustainability has gradually been ad-
opted as the next generation of best practices for 
business and government.  Government and cor-
porate organizations alike have increasingly aimed 
for long-term viability by adopting sustainability’s 
triple bottom line – the three-legged stool of society 
- environment - economy (Figure 1).  

	 Simply put, sustainable organizations optimize 
resource needs; reduce environmental, energy, and 

Directives for Competitive Communities
 Sustainability is on the cusp of becoming the new normal for successful business organizations and for economic 
developers.  Economic developers can expect to see site selectors requiring that sustainability be part of the 
community value proposition with increasing frequency.  To be competitive in the era of sustainability, economic 
developers will need to pursue highly collaborative, multi-disciplined, and multi-jurisdictional approaches to com-
munity readiness.  This article outlines how corporate and community perspectives on sustainability are converg-
ing to create new measures for defining competitive communities.

the coming era 
 of sustainability 
By Don Schjeldahl  

Don Schjeldahl is 
founder of the Don 
Schjeldahl Group, a 
consulting practice that 
assists corporate clients 
in developing location 
strategy and site selec-
tion for manufacturing, 
distribution, and office 
facilities.  Prior to this, 
he served for 27 years 
as a site consultant for 
The Austin Company, 
Cleveland, OH.  

He has performed or 
directed nearly 300 
location strategy assign-
ments, working through-
out North America, 
Mexico, and Europe.  
(don@donschjeldahl-
group.com)

a Figure 1:  Sustainability’s 
triple bottom line
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social impacts; and manage resources while not compro-
mising their economic viability.  The guiding principles 
of sustainability have emerged as an effective approach 
for organizations of all types to operate in an uncertain 
world.

	 It’s important to restate that a turn toward balanced 
and holistic organizational behavior is not singly driven 
by a desire to do “good” for society and the environment.  
Rather, organizations are motivated by the necessity to 
adjust behavior in order to survive in the face of compe-
tition.  Business consulting giant KPMG says of sustain-
ability, “…the concept of sustainability goes far beyond 
corporate social responsibility. It has become the stra-
tegic lens through which they (corporations) view their  
businesses.”2 

	 Tom Friedman’s seminal book, The World Is Flat,3 
outlines the competitive realities of the modern global 
economy and a large part of the push behind corpora-
tions adopting a sustainable philosophy.  Friedman ex-
plains that we have largely achieved a level commercial 
playing field globally where all competitors have an equal 
opportunity. 

	 Veteran site selection professionals can cite evidence 
of steady movement over time to economic globalization.  
The obvious examples are large multi-national corpo-
rations where decision makers continually weigh “off-
shore” and “right-shore” strategies.  The sun never sets 
on more corporations than one would imagine.

	 But more telling of the global-age are the multitude 
of businesses large and small of all jurisdictions who are 
influenced by events around the corner and around the 
globe.  It would be difficult today to find a town or city 
in North America that didn’t have a local business that 
wasn’t tied in some fashion to international markets.  
Friedman and others argue that where historical and geo-
graphical divisions once protected local business inter-
ests, companies now must be globally aware and nimble 
to remain competitive.  

Sustainability as a Best Practice for  
Business 
	 Sustainability is the latest in a series of long-wave so-
cio-economic cycles that have steered societies in the in-
dustrial age.  These cycles arise from “the bunching of in-
novations that launch revolutionary change that reshapes 
the economic landscape.”4  It is easy to see how long-
wave cycles around energy (water power to steam, steam 
to electricity), transportation (animal to automobile), and 
information (analog to digital) dramatically altered how 
and where we live.  

	 With incremental change, the things that drive lo-
cation decisions change incrementally.  With dramatic 
change, the drivers of location change dramatically.  Sus-
tainability is that dramatic game changer.  

	 In the most recent long-wave cycle now largely ended, 
location strategy focused on minimizing cost.  In the new 
era, risk management will prevail.  The former is clearly 
evident in the location selection assignments completed 
by The Austin Company between 1950 and 1984.5  Es-
sentially a documentation of the “rust-belt’s” emergence 
are the over 500 client location studies performed by 
Austin that guided the relocation of manufacturing plants 
from the northeast U.S., where operating costs were high, 
to the south and southeast where costs were much lower.

	 Deregulation beginning in the 1970s including en-
ergy, communications and transportation sectors, com-
bined with productivity gains to effectively level the eco-
nomic playing field across much of the U.S. for many 
industries.  Regions once known for dramatically lower 
operating costs largely vanished.  Simultaneously, global 
commerce flourished, injecting into the mix new strat-
egies including off-shore alternatives.  Not surprising 
then, of the approximately 300 domestic location studies 
Austin performed from 1984 to 2011, non-cost factors 
took equal footing, if not overtaking cost, in most loca-
tion selection projects.,  

	 The reason for this shift is obvious.  There is hardly 
a corporation operating today that does not deal on a 
day-to-day basis with changing and ever more complex 
arrangements of product and production technologies, 
competitor actions, regulation, supply chain efficiency 
and reliability, customer actions, strategic partnerships, 
labor and facility flexibility and, oh yes, cost.  Successful 
companies are those adept at managing change across the 
spectrum.  These companies realize greater utilization of 
resources over a longer period of time and are more likely 
to defer the impulse to downsize or relocate production 
facilities.  Longevity is a central tenet of sustainability. 

With incremental change, the things that drive 
location decisions change incrementally.  With 
dramatic change, the drivers of location change 
dramatically.  Sustainability is that dramatic game 
changer.

A group of corporate managers and government officials tours Danny’s Dumpsters, 
a regional food waste composting facility in Asheville, NC.  The pilot project takes 
food waste from schools and other institutional settings and produces high quality 
mulch through a control decomposition process.  Sustainable companies eye the 
program as a way of generating revenue from what has been a cost item.
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Corporate Sustainability
	 Within the context of economic development, tradi-
tional views of sustainability have occupied two domains: 
corporate and community.  The coming era of sustain-
ability is built on the convergence of the two domains.  

	 From the corporate perspective, there are two sides 
to sustainability: externally and internally focused.  The 
external “giving back to the community” has long been 
associated with a corporate sustainability mission.  The 
Business Civic Leadership Center (BCLC), an affiliate 
of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, addresses corporate 
community giving in Report on Corporate Citizens Building 
Sustainable Communities.6  The report features businesses 
that are committed to corporate citizenship, including 
programs focused on community revitalization, envi-
ronment protection, support for education, and other 
worthwhile causes.

	 While external engagement remains an important as-
pect of responsible corporate behavior, it is only indirect-
ly related to the theme of this article.  The new era of sus-
tainability has corporate investment guided by internally 
focused strategies of the kind outlined in the survey Cor-
porate Sustainability – A Progress Report by KPMG.  “The 
corporate world is already taking great strides towards 
shaping the global approach to sustainability.”7  The re-
port indicates that two thirds of surveyed companies 
have a sustainability strategy.

	 Ernst & Young, like KPMG and other business con-
sulting competitors, has structured services to guide cli-
ents along the sustainability path involving larger ques-
tions of corporate goals and objectives.  Among E&Y’s 
services are programs to support energy efficiency capital 
expenditures for buildings and manufacturing equip-
ment, support for producing energy-efficient and ad-
vanced energy and clean-tech products, and support for 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions.8

	 But of greater interest to the economic development 
profession is the manner in which corporate sustainabil-
ity manifests itself in location decisions.  KPMG reports 
that “What propels [sustainable] organizations – and a 

host of others like them – past their competitors is the 
recognition that sustainability goals must be tied to op-
erational strategy and measured in the same way as other 
investments.”  Connecting sustainability with “opera-
tional strategy” is a key concept because it recognizes a 
corporate sustainability has to play out day-to-day in the 
facilities they operate.  

	 Corporations define sustainability for themselves 
in the absence of standards, and it may be years before 
widely accepted metrics emerge.  However, there are 
established programs for helping companies large and 
small to become sustainable certified.  One such pro-
gram is Green Plus, a third-party business improvement 
certification program for “improving the bottom line  
by focusing on sustainability’s three-leg stool – Perfor-
mance, Planet, and People.”9  The Green Plus website 
offers a list of variables used to measure corporate sus-
tainability.  The list is much too long for this venue but is 
well worth reviewing as it hits many aspects of business 
operations that would benefit from economic developer 
engagement.

Sustainable Communities
	 Society’s long tradition for seeking ways to improve 
urban design and performance adopted sustainability 
over the last few decades, opening new areas for debate.  
The debate has quickly moved from government centric 
planning to the integration of community with corporate 
investment strategy.  Illustrating this progression are the 
selected examples below.

	 “Economic Development and Smart Growth,” IEDC’s 
2006 publication, set a sustainable cities tone with a fo-
cus on case studies that connect smart growth with jobs, 
wealth, and quality of life.10  The publication highlights 
successful redevelopment projects built on sustainable 
neighborhood concepts including integration of trans-
portation, work, culture, entertainment, and housing.

Sustainable communities recognize environmental and economic benefits of a zero 
waste society.  Communities that embrace recycling often are home to Material 
Recovery Facilities (MRF).  In this photo from an Asheville, NC “clean MRF” oper-
ated by American Recycling, a skid-steer readies recycled paper for baling before 
transport to a nearby paper mill.

Communities that are home to a healthy downtown district get im-
mediate points from sustainable companies.  This is particularly true 
for communities that brought Main Street back after years of decline.  
Success requires exceptional vision and execution, attributes that create 
a good environment for forward thinking companies.  Building on the 
success of a Main Street turnaround, Hendersonville, NC has gone 
forward to address other community needs. 
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	 Advancing a formal platform for sustainable concepts 
is the Partnership for Sustainable Communities program 
developed by the U.S. Department of Housing and Ur-
ban Development (HUD), U.S. Department of Transpor-
tation (DOT), and the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA).  The consortium joined together in 2009 
to “improve access to affordable housing, increase trans-
portation options, and lower transportation costs while 
protecting the environment.”11  

	 Among the program objectives is to coordinate federal 
housing, transportation, water, and other infrastructure 
investments to make neighborhoods more prosperous, 
allow people to live closer to jobs, save people time and 
money, and reduce pollution. The program does this by 
advancing what are termed “Livability Principles” that 
include transportation choices, affordable housing, and 
economic competitiveness.  The legacy of Partnership for 
Sustainable Communities lives on through hundreds of 
grants and regional sustainability initiatives in nearly 90 
urban areas.

Convergence of Community and  
Corporate Sustainability  
	 Earlier in this article the idea was advanced that fast 
paced change drives continual readjustment of the cri-
teria that guide corporate investment decisions.  As cor-
porate investment strategies change so change location 
decisions.  A core component of corporate sustainabil-
ity is to build flexibility and adaptability into location 
choices.  Economic development practitioners need to 
understand that community alignment with a corporate 
sustainability platform requires a new approach to com-
munity preparedness.  Successful economic development 
requires expansion of duties that are multi-disciplined 
and multi-jurisdictional.  Communities and companies 
are both learning what this new dimension to economic 
development means.

	 Back in 1995 I was part of a team from The Austin 
Company that called on a food company in Salem, Or-
egon (a hearth of the sustainability movement).  We were 
there to discuss the company’s plans to establish an east-
ern U.S. production facility.  Despite the client’s stated 
“green” objectives and obvious clues from their facility, 
our sales team failed miserably to recognize these and 

orient our services appropriately.  Needless to say we did 
not get the project.  I vowed then to understand what 
it takes to serve green companies.  This quickly led me 
to recognize that it’s not just about green, it’s about un-
derstanding sustainable business practices and aligning 
these with communities that can best support them.  

	 Early efforts at evaluating communities through a lens 
of corporate sustainability were marginally effective at 
best. There was little agreement on what to measure and 
how to report it.  But as the number of corporate engage-
ments on sustainability has grown, methodologies and 
metrics have become more refined. 

	 In a recent location selection project for a large bev-
erage company, a client with a particularly strong focus 
on sustainability, more than 40 communities in seven 
states were evaluated and assigned a sustainability index 
based on 28 variables.  Variables covered industrial waste 
stream recycling, smart grid adoption, community health 
and fitness programs, buy local culture, arts and music 
scene, green building codes, and more.12

	 Not certain of just how to define some factors, the 
site selection team chose surrogates for detecting broader 
community engagement.  For example, in asking candi-
date communities to address categories like those listed 
in Figure 2, the project RFP asked generalized questions 
like, “Do you have an industrial recycling program in 
your community and if so please provide information.”  
We asked all responses to be sent electronically.  

	 The site selection team was overwhelmed by a deluge 
of materials, several thousand pages and most of it well 
off target.  One community reported having an industrial 
waste stream recycling program.  On investigation, we 
determined industrial recycling consisted of local citizens 
being asked to bring cardboard to the local landfill the 
last Saturday of the month.

	 In many cases, we determined our measures to be 
overly simplistic and in hindsight not the best judge of a 
community’s value proposition on each category.  None-

Figure 2:  Selected measures of community  
sustainability from a recent manufacturing plant 
location study 

	 Variable	M etric	P oints

	 Recycling	 Residential AND industrial recycling 	 2

		  Residential OR industrial recycling	 1

		  No landfill diversion	 0

Renewable Energy	 Local programs promote renewable energy 	 2

		  Renewable energy systems present locally	 1

		  No programs, no local installations	 0

Green Friendly	 Sustainable building codes in place	 2 
Building Code	 Sustainable building codes in development	 1	
		  No programs or green codes	 0

Public Transit	 Public transportation offered 7 days per week	 2

		  Public transportation offered 5 days per week	 1

		  Public transportation not offered	 0

A core component of corporate sustainability is 
to build flexibility and adaptability into location 
choices.  Economic development practitioners 
need to understand that community alignment 
with a corporate sustainability platform requires 
a new approach to community preparedness.  
Successful economic development requires ex-
pansion of duties that are multi-disciplined and 
multi-jurisdictional.  Communities and companies 
are both learning what this new dimension to 
economic development means.



Economic Development Journal  /  Fall 2013  /  Volume 12  /  Number 4 9

the-less, field investigation of high scoring communities 
confirmed the inklings provided by the scoring regime; 
the more a community had to say about sustainability, 
the more attractive it looked to sustainability oriented 
companies.

	 The economic development profession is beginning to 
recognize the need to orient communities to the coming 
era of sustainability. Tennessee Valley Authority’s (TVA) 
Sustainable Communities Program launched in 2012 is 
an effort to link sustainability certification to economic 
development.13  The program assists communities in 
identifying and cataloging sustainable assets and increas-
ing local commitments to sustainability.  The focus is to 
increase the community’s competitiveness for companies 
considering new facilities or expansion of existing opera-
tions.  The program balances the “triple bottom line to 
ensure a healthy environment, a thriving community, and 
economic prosperity.”

	 An early TVA success story is Roane County, Tennes-
see.  Leslie Henderson, president and CEO of The Roane 
Alliance, reports that, “Roane County has already made 
a significant commitment to sustainability. This new pro-
gram provides us with the opportunity to document, 
further develop and be recognized for our sustainable 
initiatives, which will help differentiate us in the tough 
competition for new investment and job creation.”14  Ac-
cording to Ms. Henderson, the county has in recent years 
launched a variety of green initiatives, including recy-
cling and energy efficiency programs. 

	 While the TVA program is a great advancement in 
laying out a roadmap for communities on sustainabil-
ity, there is work yet to be done before communities 
and business are appropriately aligned.  The U.S. Green 
Building Council’s (USGBC) LEED certification program 
provides metrics that advance convergence of business 
and community sustainability.15  LEED NC (new con-
struction) and LEED CS (core and shell, i.e. existing 
building) have scoring criteria that nicely encapsulate as-
pects of community organization and physical assets that 
feed the needs of sustainable business organizations.  

	 The article “Buildings for the Next Billion” in the 2008 
IEDC Journal stated as much.16  The article extolls the 

virtue of LEED for addressing urban ills like congestion, 
neighborhood decline, and environmental degradation.  
The authors also state from the corporate perspective 
LEED buildings bring a multitude of benefits including 
reduced operating costs and healthier and more produc-
tive employees.  

	 Marriott Corporation has an aggressive program for 
building LEED hotels and reports that more environmen-
tally-sensitive buildings can expect to reduce total energy 
and water consumption by 20 percent to 30 percent.  
This in turn reduces net operating expenses for the life 
of the building, increasing the net operating income for 
the hotel. This new class of building is having a positive 
impact on employees, guests, and their communities.17

	 LEED brings prestige and affirmation of achievement 
to Marriott and hundreds of companies who have been 
awarded certification.  Many companies go through the 
sometimes arduous LEED process with that in mind.  
Many more companies implicitly follow LEED principles 
without actually seeking certification as LEED addresses 
many aspects of business practices that companies seek 
for competitive advantage.

	 In LEED NC v3 2009, the latest version of the pro-
gram which was started in 1998, there are six scoring cat-
egories encompassing 65 variables, 110 possible points, 
and four certification levels (Figure 3).  

	 Approximately 30 of the 65 variables are connected 
to owner design decisions that are largely unlinked to 
community.  The remaining 35 are either directly or indi-
rectly supported by organizational and physical assets of 
the community.  The variables presented in Figure 4 are 
selected from the 35 variables that if supported through 
a sustainable community strategy would benefit corpo-
rations embracing the LEED program and sustainability.  
Communities ready to support these and other aspects 
of LEED are immediately more attractive to sustainable 
companies.

Figure 3:  LEED NC v3 2009 scoring 
categories and certification levels

	 LEED NC 2009  
Category	 Possible Points

Sites 	 26

Water Efficiency 	 10

Energy and Atmosphere 	 35

Materials and Resources 	 14

Indoor Environmental Quality 	 15

Innovation and Design 	 6

Regional Priority 	 4

Total	 110

LEED Certification Levels

40–49 points: LEED Certificate

50–59 points: Silver Certificate

60–79 points: Gold Certificate

80–110 points: Platinum Certificate

A touring site selection team looks on as civil engineer Chris Soros outlines 
the features of an industrial site in Blount County, TN.  Blount Partnership, 
the county’s economic development organization, led a multi-year effort that 
readied the site for development.  The certified site made the client’s shortlist.
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Figure 4:  LEED NC (New Construction) Certification:  Selected categories that benefit 
from a sustainable economic development strategy			 
Category*		I  ntent of Credit	C ommunity Support for Attaining Credit

Sustainable Sites (SS)			 

P2	 Environmental Site	 Ensure site is assessed for environmental 	 Complete environmental 
	 Assessment 	 contamination and if contaminated the site has 	 studies on properties (sites and buildings) 
		  been remediated	 within the community’s property inventory

C1	 Site Selection	 Avoid development of inappropriate sites and 	 Direct development away from prime 
		  reduce environmental impacts	 farmland, flood prone  areas, wetlands, 
			   wildlife habitat, water bodies, parkland

C2	 Development Density and 	 Channel development to urban areas with existing	 Identify and designate for development 
	 Community Connectivity	 infrastructure, protect greenfields and natural 	 properties in areas of high population 
		  resources	 density and close to services

C3	 Brownfield Development	 Rehabilitate damaged and contaminated property 	 Identify, remediate and promote for 
		  to reduce pressure on undeveloped land	 development brownfield properties  
			   (sites and buildings)

C4.1	 Alternative Transportation- 	 Reduce pollution and land development impacts	 Promote properties <1/2 mile (walking
	 Public Transportation 	 from automobile use	 distance) of a train station or <1/4 mile of 
	 Access		  bus stop for two or more bus lines

C10	 Joint Use of Facilities**	 Make schools an integrated part of the community 	 Promote multi purpose use of public 
		  by enabling buildings, playing fields to be used for 	 facilities as demonstration of efficient use 
		  non-school events	 of resources and promotion of sustainable 
			   community engagement

Water Efficiency (WE)			 

C1	 Water Efficient 	 Limit or eliminate the use of potable water or	 Identify & promote best practices: plant 
	 Landscaping	 natural surface or subsurface water for irrigation	 species, irrigation efficiency, captured 
			   rainwater & recycled wastewater

C3	 Water Use Reduction	 Increase water efficiency within buildings to 	 Identify and  promote best practices in 
		  reduce the burden on municipal systems	 water use reduction including water  
			   conserving fixtures, recycled gray water, 
			   and water efficient appliances

Energy and Atmosphere (EA)			 

C2	 On-Site Renewable	 Develop on-site renewable energy to reduce 	 Promote local installation of photovoltaic, 
	 Energy	 environmental and economic impacts associated 	 wind, solar thermal, bio-fuel, geothermal, 
		  with fossil fuel energy use	 low impact hydro systems

C6	 Green Power	 Encourage development and use of grid-source, 	 Support local and regional development 
		  renewable energy technologies on a net zero 	 of renewable energy production and 
		  pollution basis	 brokerage and set an example by utilizing 
			   these resources

Materials and Resources (MR)			 

P1	 Storage and Collection  	 Facilitate the reduction of waste generated by	 Develop and implement a comprehensive 
	 of Recyclable Materials	 building occupants that is disposed of in landfills	 plan for  recycling of residential and  
			   commercial waste

C2	 Construction Waste 	 Divert construction and demolition debris from	 Support development of markets for 
	 Management	 landfills and incineration and redirect recoverable 	 recycled construction materials and 
		  resources back to manufacturing and appropriate 	 engage local construction industry to 
		  sites	 support LEED projects

C5	 Regional Materials	 Increase demand for building materials extracted 	 Identify and promote regional (within 500 
		  and manufactured within the region thereby 	 miles) manufacturers and suppliers of 
		  supporting indigenous resources and reducing 	 building materials 
		  transportation	

Regional Priority Credits			 

C1	 Regional Priority	 Achievement of credits that address geographically 	 Identify regional priorities specific to your 
		  specific environmental priorities	 area, support achievement of these credits 
			   on LEED projects

			 

* ‘P’ categories are prerequisites and earn no points			 

** SS Credit 10 applies to Schools New Construction and Renovation and not general New Construction projects.  However, communities that actively promote 
widespread utlization of public facilities are regarded as on a sustainability path indirectly providing benefits to business organizations. 			 
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	 Discussion of LEED in this context is cursory.  LEED 
commands careful study to fully understand require-
ments and to see opportunities to score in multiple cat-
egories with a single asset.  On this latter point, under 
the Sustainable Sites category C1 - Site Selection, C2 - 
Development Density and Community Connectivity, and 
C4.1 - Alternative Transportation, all are inter-related.  
By simply selecting a property for development, a com-
pany could earn immediate points on each variable.  As 
economic developers select, prepare, and promote prop-
erty for development, the process should run through the 
LEED filter. 

	 Similarly under Materials and Resources if the commu-
nity has tackled the recycling challenge, they will be pre-
pared to support the prerequisite P1 - Storage and Col-
lection of Recyclable Materials (i.e. after operations begin, 
on-going collection and recycling of waste is expected).  
With this capability in place then, C2 - Construction 
Waste Management is more likely to be achievable.  

	 Larger industrial cities are generally rife with recycling 
opportunities and meeting requirements for both MR-P1 
and MR-C2 are more easily met.  Meeting LEED recycling 
requirements becomes more difficult in smaller cities as 
the volume of materials may not be sufficient to support 
local markets and the nearest market may be too distant 
to be economically viable.  Economic developers need to 
engage on the wide spectrum of waste stream materials, 
particularly for industry targets, and make certain viable 
alternatives exist.

Creating a Competitive Sustainable  
Community
	 Economic developers can expect to see site selectors 
asking that sustainability be part of the community value 
proposition with increasing frequency.  The good news 
for many economic developers is a portfolio of support-
ing programs are already in place or at least understood 
by the profession.  Existing community assets including 
a targeted industry strategy based on an honest appraisal 
of community assets, a portfolio of certified sites, ongo-
ing support for workforce training including programs 
geared to targeted industries, an effective business reten-

tion program, and modern well maintained infrastructure 
are among the attributes sustainable companies expect.       

	 More difficult are the tasks less well understood and 
that often go well outside the profession’s traditional col-
laborators. Economic developers need to understand that 
community alignment with sustainability principles de-
mands changes in the profession.  Creating a competitive 
sustainable community requires a highly collaborative, 
multi-disciplined, and multi-jurisdictional approach to 
management.  

	 Public and private groups who cooperate and share 
responsibilities of preparing the community to compete 
in this new era of sustainable investment are integral to 
success.  Land use planning, environmental protection, 
parks and recreation, public transportation, recycling, 
arts and entertainment, building codes and zoning, and 
education and training are just some of the often con-
tentious issues that require high levels of cooperation 
and compromise in order to tackle.  Anything less than a 
well-organized approach to sustainability is likely to eat 
up resources and fall short of the desired results. 

In this 2011 photo, workers put finishing touches on the South Dakota State University 
Davis Dairy Plant located on the Brookings, SD campus.  The state-of-the-art facility 
delivers industry leading teaching and research programs that ensure ongoing strength of 
the region’s dairy industry.  Sustainability takes serious collaboration, in this instance the 
support of dairy producers, processors, allied industry, alumni and friends to bring the 
facility to fruition. 

More difficult are the tasks less well understood and that often go well outside  
the profession’s traditional collaborators. Economic developers need to understand that  
community alignment with sustainability principles demands changes in the profession.   

Creating a competitive sustainable community requires a highly collaborative,  
multi-disciplined, and multi-jurisdictional approach to management.
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Need A change?
Make it Happen with IEDC’s Job Center!

Whether you are looking to hire or to be hired, take advantage
of IEDC’s Job Center! Current job openings are posted in:

n  IEDC News electronic newsletter
n  Economic Development Now electronic newsletter
n  IEDC’s online Job Center

Job Seekers – register to receive IEDC News at www.iedconline.org

Employers – reach a network of more than 20,000 qualified professionals
at affordable advertising rates at www.iedconline.org

For more information go to: www.iedconline.org Or call: (202) 223-7800
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lorida global trade and logistics 
companies face a multitude of cur-
rent opportunities and challenges. 
The industry as a whole is cited by experts 

as trending toward several new “norms” – the 
emergence of dynamic routes as opposed to 
the mostly static ones used today, a networked 
economy that will require companies to integrate 
their processes and systems with both vertical 
and horizontal supply chain partners, and the 
beginning of company preferences for accessing 
talent in global locations in lieu of sending home 
talent into the field. Florida companies face 
these industry trends as well as others unique to 
the state, including unprecedented state support 
for increasing capacity, improving infrastructure, 
and growing exports. 

	 In and of itself a dynamic industry, global trade 
and logistics – which encompasses all industries 
with a role in managing the flow of goods or prod-
ucts from a point of origin to a point of consump-
tion – requires employers to place constant empha-
sis on training. Its evolution will require increased 
updating and customization of training curricula 
offered to Florida companies just to meet the in-
dustry’s need to capitalize on Latin American and 
Caribbean trade and establish Florida as a stronger, 
more agile and efficient global trade hub.  Florida’s 
greatest trade-based opportunities to achieve this 
vision, identified by the business community as 
well as government leaders, lie in continuing to in-

crease state exports (See Fig. 1) and discretionary 
cargo handling by boosting capacity within its port, 
freight and air cargo sectors.  

	 “State leaders, collaborating with partners in 
economic development, education, and workforce 
training, took the recession as a sort of ‘teaching 
moment,’ said Workforce Florida Senior Vice Presi-
dent of Global Talent Innovation Andra Cornelius, 
CEcD. “Global trade and logistics plays a promi-
nent role in the resulting strategy for a new, more 
diverse Florida economy.” Workforce Florida is the 
state’s strategy and policy board of business, eco-
nomic development, education, government, and 
workforce leaders.

building capacity,
Strengthening Talent for Florida’s Global Trade &  
Logistics Industry
By Andra Cornelius, CEcD; Debbie McMullian; and Alyssa Brown

Collaboration Among Business, Workforce, Economic  
Development, and Education Partners Bolsters Opportunities 
for Industry, Companies, and Workers to Advance
Florida has long been a significant trade gateway between the United States, Latin America, and the Caribbean. 
In support of state efforts among economic development, transportation, land use, education and related stake-
holders to make Florida a global trade hub, Workforce Florida – the state’s business-led workforce strategy and 
policy board – launched a major Global Trade Initiative to strengthen the state’s global trade and logistics work-
force. With $2 million in funding via the Quick Response Training program – which provides matching funds for 
customized training to eligible companies – the initiative helped to train over 1,800 new and existing employees 
at more than 100 companies and provided industry-relevant training to students at 13 trade and logistics-focused 
high school academies. 

Andra Cornelius, CEcD, 
is senior vice president of 
Global Talent Innovation 
at Workforce Florida Inc. 
(acornelius@workforce-
florida.com)

Debbie McMullian di-
rects the Quick Response 
Training grant program 
at Workforce Florida.  
(dmcmulliam@workforce-
florida.com)

Alyssa Brown is Work-
force Florida’s Commu-
nications coordinator. 
(abrown@workforce-
florida.com)

f Figure 1. Florida’s Import and  
Export Percentages 
(by Value) 2003-2012		

	 Year	I mports	 Exports

	 2003	 55.7%	 44.3%

	 2004	 53.8%	 46.2%

	 2005	 53.1%	 46.9%

	 2006	 51.8%	 48.2%

	 2007	 47.9%	 52.1%

	 2008	 43.2%	 56.8%

	 2009	 41.0%	 59.0%

	 2010	 41.4%	 58.6%

	 2011	 41.8%	 58.2%

	 2012	 44.0%	 56.0%

Data Source: Florida Ports Council, based on  U.S. Census Bureau – 
total 2012 international trade value basis is $161.5 billion		
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The Need for a Qualified, Specialized 
Workforce
	 With greater global trade and logistics capacity comes 
the need for a qualified, specialized workforce; in Florida 
that means a strong focus on training for airborne and 
waterborne trade operations (See Fig. 2). Developing this 
workforce to meet current and future industry needs was 
at the crux of the Global Trade Initiative launched in 2011 
by Workforce Florida Inc. and a host of economic devel-
opment, business, and education partners. A $2-million 
move to strengthen and advance Florida’s international 
trade and exports, the initiative got underway at an op-
portune time, just as a wide-ranging state response to the 
global trade and logistics industry’s call for a comprehen-
sive trade initiative was mounting. 

	 Workforce Florida’s three-pronged initiative included 
funding through its Quick Response Training (QRT) pro-
gram – which provides matching grant funds for custom-
ized training for Florida companies seeking to increase or 
maintain competitiveness – for approximately 1,000 new 
and existing port workers, up to 600 air cargo workers, 
and 15 academies in Florida high schools to train future 
global trade and logistics workers. 

	 “No other state in the country has 
focused on the talent needs of the 
trade and logistics sector in as com-
prehensive and strategic manner,” 
said Workforce Florida President/
CEO Chris Hart IV. “Workforce Flor-
ida has been an ongoing partner in 
this collaborative effort and contin-
ues to make global trade and logistics 
a linchpin of the state’s overarching 
talent strategy.” 

	 Workforce Florida’s employer-
driven grant provided a means for 
global trade and logistics companies 
to train new and existing talent and 
also provided educational inroads for 
the industry. Before training could 
begin, a critical question needed to 
be answered: What did this special-

ized industry consider to be the most pressing training 
needs? The wide scope of the question created a challenge 
in engaging employers. Industry leader Reynolds, Smith 
and Hill (RS&H), a leading global facilities, infrastruc-
ture, and aviation consulting firm, had helped to launch 
the initiative and stepped in to facilitate an answer. RS&H 
Executive Vice President Ronald Ratliff narrowed the 
scope of the query to speak to each company’s specific 
needs, much like training would be delivered. It worked. 

	 “We literally got companies to tell us, ‘we need train-
ing in perishable goods’ or, ‘we need you to teach our staff 
about batteries,’” said Ratliff.    

	 RS&H used the intelligence to provide insight on cus-
tomizing trade and logistics courses developed by the 
University of North Florida (UNF). Courses were wide 
enough in scope to speak to the entire industry, but need-
ed to be flexible enough to address training needs dic-
tated by individual companies’ products and processes as 
well as the constant technological advances that affected 
them.  

	 “The common denominator was that employees need-
ed to understand constantly changing products to safely 
and efficiently transport them,” said UNF Dean of Con-
tinuing Education Robert Wood, Ph.D. Light bulbs, ac-
cording to Wood, are a good example because they have 
evolved more in recent years than in all the years since 
their invention. Wood explained that one participating 
company needed to be able to provide constant training 
about shipping and storing light bulbs because of changes 
prompted by technological advances. 

Developing Company-Specific Training
	 Seaonus, an international logistics company, has a 
Jacksonville stevedoring and warehousing operation that 
depends on Port Qualified Crane Operators, Certified 
Forklift Operators as well as managers, supervisors, and 
others. A subsidiary of Diversified Port Holdings (DPH) – 
also the parent corporation for shipping company Portus 
with operations in several southeast U.S. locations – Sea-
onus had begun working with UNF in 2009 to develop 
company-specific training. 

Students and teachers at Columbia High School’s Global Logistics Academy 
Warehouse.

Figure 2. Florida’s International Trade (by value) 2003 to 2012
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	 Receiving matching QRT grant funds helped the com-
pany diversify training offerings and provide custom so-
lutions to needs for management and other high-level 
instruction. The company’s training strategy also includ-
ed accessing critical courses in stevedoring and rigging 
– both key for docking, lifting, and transporting freight 
– for hourly employees through WorkSource, the local 
workforce board providing employment and training ser-
vices in Jacksonville and surrounding areas.  

	 “Quick Response Training helped us train 60-70, 
mostly higher-level employees at an average wage of 
$60,000,” said Seaonus’ Human Resources Director 
Kathleen Wentworth. “Our need for constant training 
preceded receiving the grant, but the funds helped us 
provide greater and more substantial training.”

	 Mike O’Leary, CEO of The Grimes Companies – a sup-
ply chain management firm providing logistics, trucking, 
warehousing, and packaging services – credits QRT with 
empowering the company to differentiate its processes 
and services from other companies. 

	 “QRT funds allowed us to establish specifications and 
structured training programs, giving us the opportunity 
to train our staff on what we do and understand it from an 
industry perspective,” said O’Leary. “Without company-
specific training, we would be just like other companies.”

	 O’Leary also credits QRT training with boosting mo-
rale and loyalty among employees while also giving them 
transferable skills, piquing their interest in continuing 
and/or higher education, and helping some redefine their 
job as a career. “Employees recognize we are committed 
to investing in them,” O’Leary said. “That was valuable 
during the recession when people were losing jobs; many 
employees expressed their appreciation for that.”

	 Seaonus’ Wentworth and O’Leary of The Grimes 
Companies expect their industry’s need for continu-
ous training to increase. Many factors indicate it will. 
The multibillion-dollar expansion of the Panama Canal, 
slated for 2015 completion, is a major impetus among 
several, including dredging projects at ports Canaveral, 
Everglades, and Miami, for new training and skills needs 
today and on the horizon. 

	 The plan is in its beginning stages for steps post-Pan-
ama Canal; the Florida Ports Council soon will commis-
sion a study to analyze current and future ports policy 
and investments as well as next steps after the widening 
of the Panama Canal is completed. The Council, along 
with leaders from the Florida Departments of Transporta-
tion and Economic Opportunity, also have showed uni-
fied support for federal legislation which would authorize 
continued investment in Florida’s freight infrastructure 
and seaports. 

Through Workforce Florida’s Global Trade Initiative, employees at the 
Grimes Companies in Jacksonville received training to gain skills such as 
forklift operation.

A Brief History of Global Trade in Florida

	 As the nation’s only peninsular state, Florida enjoys a rich trade history that dates back to the 19th century, when its 
waterways, railways, and roads began moving goods throughout the state and beyond. Agriculture and mining products 
dominated Florida’s early trade industry, with exports going to markets in Latin America and across the globe. Between 
1960 and 2010, the value of global trade to and from Florida ballooned from less than $5 billion to $126 billion.

	 The complex trade and logistics industry in Florida today has grown from simple roots. As far back as 6,000 years ago, 
the native people of Florida traveled waterways and coasts by canoe, facilitating trade among the tribes – as evidenced by 
some 300 prehistoric canoes found across Florida, according to the National Park Service. 

	 Later, Spain and Britain battled for control of Florida. Under British control, colonial plantations and other industries 
sprouted and flourished in Florida, exporting their products to other British colonies and trading with Spanish Louisiana 
and Mexico. This economic boom and maritime trade continued when Britain ceded Florida to Spain, with exports going 
to neighboring Gulf Coast and Eastern seaboard areas, the Northeast, and even Europe. After Spain ceded Florida to the 
United States and Florida became a U.S. territory in 1821, coastal trade expanded and ports in Jacksonville, Pensacola, and 
Tampa became more important to the economy.

	 After the Civil War, as agriculture, cattle ranching, lumber, manufacturing and industries like phosphate mining 
expanded, the state saw a number of trade-related transportation improvements. Railroads expanded across Florida, con-
necting the ports and the interior. Late 19th century federal and local improvements to  channels and harbors, coupled 
with technological advances in navigation and shipbuilding during the 20th century, helped elevate Florida’s ports to global 
prominence in trade and commerce and the cruise industry and marine recreation. But Florida’s economy through the early 
2000s remained largely dependent on tourism, agriculture, and industries fueled by population growth – construction, real 
estate, retail trade, and services in particular. 

	 Florida’s Strategic Plan – driven by its economic strategy – recognizes the unique natural infrastructure assets and is 
continuing to promote global trade and logistics in combination with advanced manufacturing. (See more at www.freight-
movesflorida.com.)

www.freightmovesflorida.com
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Air Cargo Training
	 In South Florida, funding provided via Workforce 
Florida’s Global Trade Initiative focused on training for 
workers in air cargo, the most regulated trade and logis-
tics modality.  Special safety and security considerations 
added nuances to creating and delivering effective train-
ing in the sector.

	 “Air cargo requires very specific training,” said Mary 
Tearle, then the executive director for the Center for 
Business & Industry at Broward College. Broward Col-
lege partnered with the International Air Transport As-
sociation (IATA), the 240-member trade association for 
the world’s airlines, to facilitate the training. “The skills 
needed to safely and securely transport air cargo and 
comply with regulations are tied and critical to economic 
development and jobs in Florida.”

	 Air cargo training is a high-stakes sector for the state 
and the South Florida region. This training also requires 
significant management of risk by individual air cargo 
companies, of which Tearle estimates 80 percent are 
small businesses. In addition, the South Florida region is 
where more than 90 percent of the state’s air cargo trade 
in value is accounted for. Rocio Vegas, who coordinates 
training for Cargo Network Services, which serves air 
cargo providers, knows from experience how the sector’s 
employees learn to do their jobs.

	 “Many people in air cargo learn day-to-day,” said Ve-
gas. “But understanding process improves performance; 
training helps them understand the basics of why they 
are doing what they are doing.”

	 According to Terry Light, manager of IATA’s Miami Re-
gional Training Center, this understanding by individual 
employees is critical to companies’ avoidance of risk. 
Currently, all staff handling air cargo are required to have 
Transportation Security Administration (TSA) certifica-
tion for security reasons. But the certification does not 
cover risk avoidance, a critical weakness.

	 “We focus a lot on helping stakeholders avoid fines 
and mitigate risk through training that is not a part of the 
TSA certification,” said Light. “This is important because 
it can help businesses avoid fines that can be very damag-
ing, especially to a small business.”

	 QRT resources were used to support training to sup-
plement TSA training as well as courses offering higher-
level training for managers and leaders. Each of the more 
than 300 training courses IATA offers is customizable by 
company. “Leadership and management training is im-
portant because in air cargo, people are often promoted 
without the skills to lead and motivate other people,” 
Light said. “Cargo companies often don’t have the re-
sources for this.”

	 The state’s efforts to bolster trade and logistics will 
have far-reaching effects on training needs in air cargo 
resulting from new jobs and responsibilities requiring 
greater and more comprehensive training. “The Panama 
Canal expansion is going to mean more regulations and 
rules because the volume and diversity of air cargo com-
ing through Miami will increase,” said Vegas.

	 That increase in volume equals more perishable 
goods, live animals, and pharmaceuticals – all of which 
require specialized care and training – flowing in and out 
of Miami. This increase will spur economic activity and 
give the region and the state more and greater negotiating 
opportunities. But with this privilege comes responsibil-
ity. “People have to be trained for all of these changes,” 
said Vegas. “We are proactively preparing our training to 
meet these needs.”

	 The 2011 Global Trade Initiative provided more than 
1,800 industry workers at more than 100 seaport and 
air cargo companies with training using QRT resources. 

By the Numbers: Global Trade and  
Logistics in Florida 

According to Made for Trade, the Florida Chamber Foundation’s 
2013 Trade and Logistics Study:

•	 Florida is home to one in five of the nation’s exporters. 

•	 More than 95 percent of exporters are small to medium sized 
businesses that together produce two thirds of Florida’s total 
export value. 

•	 Export-oriented companies typically grow 15 percent faster, 
pay 15 percent higher wages, and are 12 percent more 
profitable than firms operating solely in the U.S. market. 

•	 Florida companies now export more than $66 billion to more 
than 500 trading partners around the world. 

•	 Florida’s seaports and airports move nearly $162 billion of 
merchandise trade to and from global markets. 

•	 Florida’s 512,000 jobs in transportation, trade and logistics pay 
workers 30 percent higher wages than the state average.

•	 Florida’s trade, transportation and logistics industry added 
more than 23,000 global trade and logistics jobs and 
more than 9,000 new jobs in advanced manufacturing. 
The value of goods exported by Florida companies grew by 
$11 billion to a record $66 billion.

•	 Florida has about 60,000 exporting businesses, about one 
in five nationally.

•	 Florida is the leading U.S. state for trade with Latin America 
and the Caribbean.

New Super Post-Panamax Gantry Cranes will enable PortMiami to service 
larger ships with increased speed and efficiency.
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UNF’s Wood reported that every company in the seaport 
component was able to tailor the program to its individ-
ual needs and showed a significant increase in exports 
after the training. More than 1,240 trainees at 50 compa-
nies received training via UNF for seaport-related occu-
pations, while more than 600 employees at 57 air cargo 
companies were trained in South Florida. Another 700 
applications for air cargo-related training were received 
after funds were exhausted. 

	 “The demand for more training is there,” said IATA’s 
Light. “The aviation community wants it.”

	 In May 2013, Workforce Florida announced the QRT 
Challenge Grant, another $2 million trade and logistics-
focused initiative available to industry employers to sup-
port job creation and growth. A key goal of the grant 
is to help global trade and logistics companies enhance 
competitiveness by improving the skills of existing and 
new employees hired over the next year. QRT received 
doubled annual funding this year ($12 million, up from 
$6 million) as part of the state’s commitment to talent 
development in key sectors such as trade and logistics.

	 Tearle has concerns about small air cargo companies 
not being able to meet the hiring requirements for the 
new grant. But she points to another Workforce Florida 
grant program – Incumbent Worker Training (IWT) – as 
a powerful training tool for small air cargo businesses. 
IWT, like QRT, provides matching funds to companies 
to help provide training to existing employees. But IWT 
requires only one full-time employee for a business to 
qualify. IWT was funded at $3 million this year. 

	 “I have seen IWT help small businesses become bigger 
business,” said Tearle. “And then QRT helped those big-
ger businesses further expand. More IWT money would 
help small air cargo companies grow along with the en-
tire industry.”

Education Initiatives Establishing a  
Pipeline of Future Workers
	 Florida is building on its reputation for workforce, ed-
ucation and talent pipeline innovation by increasing the 
knowledge and skills of future international trade and 
logistics workers. The pipeline development aspect of the 

Global Trade Initiative – which capitalizes on the success 
of Career and Professional Education (CAPE) Academies, 
a separate statewide program designed to promote early 
career engagement – underscores the Florida workforce 
system’s long-term, statewide economic and workforce 
development strategy of building talent and training to 
meet current and future industry needs. 

	 As part of an overall state focus on early career ex-
ploration and engagement, global trade and logistics-
focused training in Florida middle and high schools is 
reaping results – and establishing the strong pipeline of 
future talent necessary to further cement the state’s posi-
tion as a global trade hub.

	 The job opportunities for trade and logistics are stron-
ger than ever. When the Florida Chamber of Commerce 
unveiled its first Florida Trade and Logistics Study in 2010, 
the industry employed about 466,000 workers. By 2018, 
that figure is expected to grow by 18 percent, or approxi-
mately 84,000 workers. Credit port expansions, airport 
modernizations, and transportation infrastructure ad-
vances, along with projected domestic and international 
trade growth through the year 2060, for this lush global 
trade and logistics career landscape.

Career and Professional Education Academies
	 Critical to filling those jobs is building the talent and 
skills today within the workers of tomorrow. CAPE Acad-
emies are fitting the bill. These small career-focused learn-
ing communities were first established in 2007 in Florida 
high schools to offer college prep or career themes. 

	 The Academies are unique in the strong partnerships 
they encourage among employers, school districts, and 
other community stakeholders. CAPE Academies also 
have demonstrated a capacity for volume, with steadily 
and significantly increasing enrollment year after year. 
When Workforce Florida launched a three-pronged ini-
tiative in 2011 to support the state’s ports and interna-
tional trade sectors, it included $600,000 to create up to 
15 CAPE Academies in high schools throughout the state 
focused on international trade and logistics and advanced 
manufacturing for international trade opportunities. 

	 “My hope for the program was that it would empower 
school districts to put kids into the workforce, and that 
has happened,” said Anna Rossano-Arnold, executive di-
rector of the North East Florida Education Consortium 
(NEFEC), a regional organization that provides coopera-
tive services to member school districts, most of them 
rural. NEFEC served as a point of contact and resource 

Acronyms

Career and Professional Education Academies (CAPE)

Global Logistics Associate (GLA)

Incumbent Worker Training Grants (IWT)

International Air Transport Association (IATA)

North East Florida Education Consortium (NEFEC)

Quick Response Training Grants (QRT)

Reynolds, Smith and Hill (RS&H)

Rural Area of Critical Economic Concern (RACEC)

Transportation Security Administration (TSA)

University of North Florida (UNF)

As part of an overall state focus on early career 
exploration and engagement, global trade and 
logistics-focused training in Florida middle and 

high schools is reaping results – and establishing 
the strong pipeline of future talent necessary to 

further cement the state’s position as a global 
trade hub.
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development for participating CAPE schools and had 
the unique vantage point of being able to know which 
schools’ performance was outstanding.

	 “The value in a comprehensive initiative like this is in 
the partnership,” said Rossano-Arnold. “From academy 
to academy, partnerships are the reason it works where it 
works.”

Global Logistics Academy
	 The success of Columbia High School’s Global Logis-
tics Academy illustrates the importance of partnerships.  
With the leadership and support of local industry em-
ployers, economic developers, and the school district, 
career opportunities are strong for Academy students in 
Columbia County, FL, who through the program gain 
access to the nationally recognized Global Logistics As-
sociate (GLA) credential. The credential acknowledges 
the completion of rigorous coursework in logistics and 
supply chain for entry-level positions. 

	 “This Academy was formed in response to global 
logistics companies in our area getting together with 
economic development and telling our principal, Terry 
Huddleston, ‘We need you to help us develop the tal-
ent for our industry,’ ” said Rebecca Golden, lead teacher 
for the Columbia High School Global Logistics Academy. 
Huddleston – now superintendent of Columbia County 
Schools – responded by establishing the Global Logistics 
Academy and tasking Golden with running it. The stage 
was set for opportunity for employers and students.

	 In addition to seed funding, the Global Trade Initia-
tive helped the program subsidize the course curricula as 
well as the cost of the industry-recognized GLA certifica-
tion. Entry-level workers with this certification can earn 
up to $14 per hour. 

	 Significant industry developments in the region – and 
associated jobs – have raised the stakes for Columbia 

High to grow and sustain its Global Logistics Academy. 
Earlier this year, with an eye toward job creation, the 
state designated 500 acres of land owned by Plum Creek 
– the largest and most geographically diverse private 
landowner in the nation – as a Rural Area of Critical Eco-
nomic Concern (RACEC) Catalyst Site. The Catalyst Site 
anchors the North Florida INTERMODAL PARK, an en-
compassing, 2,622-acre tract envisioned to be an inland 
port for train and truck freight coming from the Port of 
Jacksonville. Plum Creek is in the second phase of a two-
phase process to have the North Florida INTERMODAL 
PARK certified as a Mega-Industrial Park. 

	 “Mega-Industrial Park certification significantly short-
ens the amount of time for a prospect to make a location 
decision because it verifies all of the due diligence for 
the site,” said Plum Creek Real Estate Manager Allison 
Megrath, AICP. “Certification will provide us with a pro-
active marketing tool to entice prospects to choose the 
North Florida INTERMODAL PARK over other potential 
locations.”

	 Designated by Columbia County commissioners as a 
Mixed-Use District – a first in Columbia County – the 
tract is approved for up to 8 million square feet of com-
mercial land use, 100,000 square feet of commercial land 
use, and 300 dwelling units. This major project provides 
unprecedented opportunities in Columbia County and 
13 surrounding rural communities for high-paying jobs, 
strategic partnerships, and workforce education. Colum-
bia High already has forged inroads with Plum Creek, 
which has contributed $10,000 per year for the next 
three years to sustain the Academy. Through another pro-
gram, every Columbia High student earning the GLA cer-
tification will generate a $1 contribution to the school’s 
program.

	 Columbia High School and local industry leaders are 
successfully taking a multi-faceted approach to garner-
ing student interest in global logistics careers. Over four 
years, enrollment has more than doubled, from 56 stu-
dents in year one to 130 in year four – a significant num-
ber in contrast to the school’s total student body, which 
averages more than 1,750 per year. Global logistics em-
ployers are regularly invited to the Academy to talk to 
students and help them identify niche careers within the 
industry. 

Left to right: Plum Creek Land Asset Manager Greg Galpin; North Central 
Florida Regional Planning Council Executive Director Scott Koons, AICP; 
Columbia County Economic Development Association Manager Debbie 
Motes; Columbia High School Global Trade Academy Lead Teacher Rebecca 
Golden; Workforce Florida VP of Global Talent Innovation Andra Cornelius, 
CEcD; and Workforce Florida QRT Director Debbie McMullian during a 
visit to the Columbia High School Global Trade and Logistics Academy.

Columbia High School and local industry leaders are 
successfully taking a multi-faceted approach to garner-

ing student interest in global logistics careers. Over 
four years, enrollment has more than doubled, from 56 
students in year one to 130 in year four – a significant 
number in contrast to the school’s total student body, 
which averages more than 1,750 per year. Global lo-

gistics employers are regularly invited to the Academy 
to talk to students and help them identify niche careers 

within the industry.
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	 School leaders work to ensure potential Academy stu-
dents understand, as early as middle school, that today’s 
global trade and logistics industry is clean, fully auto-
mated, and has many upwardly mobile career paths for 
students who ultimately wish to excel in management 
and executive leadership. Middle school students have 
responded with interest when 
they learn about the industry’s 
salary potential, which averages 
nearly $55,000 annually. 

	 Golden also works to steer stu-
dents toward the Supply Chain 
Technology program at Florida 
Gateway College in nearby Lake 
City; program courses are offered 
to high school students at no cost. 
After completing this program, 
students can opt to continue edu-
cation through technical center, 
community college or university 
programs to train for careers rang-
ing from machine operator to lo-
gistician to air traffic controller.

Involving Middle Schools
	 Recent successes in Information Technology career 
engagement at the middle school level offer possible so-
lutions for helping school districts expand global logistics 
career opportunities to younger students through middle 
school feeder programs. Building on the success of the 
original 2007 Act that established CAPE academies, the 
2011 Florida Legislature passed a new law requiring all 
district school boards – in collaboration with regional 

workforce boards, economic development agencies, and 
state-approved post-secondary institutions – to include 
plans for at least one middle school CAPE Academy in 
their three-year strategic plans. 

	 Workforce Florida responded with funding to support 
the initiative, which, in lieu of traditional grant funding, 

provides participating schools 
with technical assistance to 
guide them in quickly establish-
ing programs and engaging local 
employers. During its inaugural 
year – 2012-2013 – students and 
teachers earned more than 1,400 
Microsoft® and Adobe® certifica-
tions. Golden thinks the idea of 
a middle school Global Logistics 
CAPE Academy has merit. “It 
would be great,” Golden said, “if 
we had more substantive middle 
school exposure to help get them 
thinking seriously before they be-
gin high school.”

Conclusion
	 As Gov. Scott and economic development leaders con-
tinue to bring new trade business to Florida, those jobs 
are expected to grow. Filling them is the next challenge, 
and one that Workforce Florida Inc. – the state’s work-
force strategy and policy board of leaders in business, 
economic development, education, and government – is 
tackling head-on with training and education initiatives 
that build a strong and steady pipeline of talent for gen-
erations to come. 

Become an Accredited Economic Development Organization (AEDO)

The AEDO designation recognizes the professional excellence
of economic development organizations and provides them with useful

feedback on their operations, structure, and procedures.

The benefits of AEDO status include:

H Increased visibility	 H A profile in IEDC’s bi-monthly newsletter

H Exclusive use of the AEDO logo	 H Participation in the Annual Meeting
	     of AEDO Organizations

For more information go to: www.iedconline.org Or call: (202) 223-7800

Containers for transport at the Jacksonville Port  
Authority.

www.iedconline.org/web-pages/professional-development/accredited-economic-development-organization-program/
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conomic developers around the 
world are keen to attract foreign 
direct investment (“FDI”)1 to their 

locations for a number of reasons: re-
search suggests that jobs created or sup-
ported by FDI tend to pay more and last 
longer than comparable jobs created by 
purely domestic investment. In addition, 
when the global resources of a larger investor 
are brought to bear, workers often benefit by 
enhanced training and learning opportunities, 
and the potential for shared intellectual property 
across company lines increases.2

	 Thus, when a foreign company, particularly 
a larger firm, acquires an operating firm or an-
nounces plans to establish a significant operating 
presence in a community, it is often regarded as 
something of an economic development triumph.3 
Unless they occur in the context of a liquidation 
or other distressed sale situation, such acquisi-
tions or investments frequently signal the foreign 
firm’s strong interest in increasing or enhancing the 
economic output of the firm that it acquires or in 
which it invests, to the continuing benefit of the 
community and its residents. 

	 FDI in the United States is an important eco-
nomic driver. In 2010, FDI into the United States 
totaled $194 billion and exceeded $1.7 trillion over 
the preceding ten years.4  Foreign investment into 
majority-owned affiliates of foreign companies in 
the United States accounted for 5,435,400 em-
ployees, of whom 2,013,500 were employed in 
manufacturing.5 Foreign owned firms generated $3 
trillion in sales, $240 billion in exports and spent 
$42 billion on research and development, in 2010 
alone.6 

	 Given these economic impacts, it is easy to see 
why FDI attraction is a focus of economic develop-
ment efforts and initiatives in every corner of the 
country.

	H istorically, many discussions of FDI, and espe-
cially the pros and cons of FDI in macroeconomic 
terms, have tended to focus on the impact of ac-
quisitions by multinational firms of smaller local 
firms. It is in this context that the phrase “economic 
imperialism” was initially coined, as larger firms, 
typically from developed countries, swallowed up 
smaller, locally owned or controlled firms and ex-
ercised what some considered dominion over the 
firm, employees, the local economy and, to some, 
the host country as a whole.7

	 Of course, these days globalization has in many 
respects “flattened” the economic hierarchy of na-
tions and the international investment environment 
generally.8 Just as barriers to trade have fallen and 
new export markets have opened, barriers to in-
vestment have also fallen or been reduced dramati-
cally, with the result that FDI to and from many 
nations, and not merely from the developed world 
to developing economies, has grown substantially.9

attracting foreign direct 
investment through “soft-landings” initiatives  
By Perry B. Newman

Global Perspectives and Best Practices
In the quest to attract foreign direct investment to their communities, economic developers are reaching out not 
only to larger, established global companies, but to early-stage companies seeking a toehold in a foreign market. 
Through targeted and tailored service offerings, communities can offer these smaller investors a “soft landing” in 
the market. There are challenges associated with these efforts, however, ranging from identifying and qualifying 
investors to measuring the results of attraction efforts. The most successful soft-landing programs are those that 
leverage partnerships with other economic development organizations, those that sustain the effort, and those that 
take a longer and more holistic view of economic impact on a community. 

Perry B. Newman is 
founder and president 
of Atlantica Group LLC, 
based in Portland, Maine 
(perrynewman@yahoo.
com). The author wishes 
to acknowledge valuable 
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by Jim Damicis, senior 
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e An international community, seeded by early-stage 
companies and entrepreneurs, begets a wider  

international mindset, which eventually creates a 
more substantial and attractive foundation upon 

which larger business attraction, employment, and 
investment platforms and initiatives can be  

constructed. People and businesses begin to think 
and act more “globally,” which in turn creates an 

openness to new ideas and opportunities.
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	 As the global investment environment has thus be-
come more “democratized,” economic developers most 
frequently set their sights, from a business attraction 
standpoint, not only on larger firms from developed 
countries but from emerging, high growth economies as 
well. In most cases, however, the focus of FDI attraction 
efforts continues to be on larger firms for several reasons. 

	 First, larger firms are most likely to be in a position to 
make a significant investment in a community, and thus 
either save or create a significant number of jobs. Second, 
the cost of pursuing FDI leads is usually higher than the 
cost of pursuing domestic investors, since travel to dis-
tant locations, preparation and translation of marketing 
and collateral materials, and other logistical challenges 
must be considered. 

	 In other words, the trophy must be worth the price of 
the chase. The payoff in terms of jobs and investment in 
the community must justify the expense. Thus, the pur-
suit of the “big fish” continues to characterize many FDI 
attraction efforts.

	 All this said, there is a movement afoot among eco-
nomic developers in locations around the world to focus 
not only on such targets but to spend more time devel-
oping programs, facilities, and assets of potential interest 
to early-stage companies based abroad. Economic de-
velopers even court individual entrepreneurs who may 
not be in the position of employing significant numbers 
of persons for several years, but are deemed to be high-
potential targets in terms of their long-term potential, a 
technology synergy or other key criteria identified by the 
host community.

	 Given the difficulty and expense associated with at-
tracting larger foreign investors, however, the effort and 
expense of pursuing early-stage companies, let alone start-
ups and individual entrepreneurs, seems counterintuitive. 

	 Wouldn’t such an approach be almost unmanageably 
“granular,” requiring a level of data collection, develop-
ment and research triage beyond the capacity of most or-
ganizations?  How would one go about identifying and 
qualifying such prospects? What can a community offer 
to such a prospect that would make it attractive for such 
an investor to establish a presence abroad? And, assum-
ing the prospect decides to invest or relocate, what is the 
likelihood of their creating meaningful economic impact 
in a host community? 

	 Bluntly put, why would economic developers spend 
time and treasure pursuing early-stage companies, even 
individual entrepreneurs? What’s the payoff? Can it ever 
be worth the effort?

	 In fact, for many economic developers, the pursuit of 
foreign entrepreneurs, start-ups, and early stage firms is 
worthwhile not so much because these investors create 
an immediate or substantial economic impact, but rather 
because they help to internationalize a community, create 
a talent base, and generally help to foster the conditions 
under which additional economic impacts may be cul-
tivated in the future. The benefits of attracting foreign 
investment at a very early stage can be both tangible and 

obvious, but quite often the benefits are subtler and re-
quire a more holistic context in order to be fully appreci-
ated. Indeed, articulating the positive economic impacts 
of early-stage investment is one of the more important 
efforts and strategies that a successful soft-landing incu-
bator should pursue.  

How It’s Done
	 One would expect that the effort to attract even early-
stage foreign investors requires carefully honed messages 
and distinct assets and resources, in much the way that 
more traditional FDI efforts require their own tools and 
strategies. Indeed, marketing materials and messages 
crafted for the purpose focus specifically on the particu-
lar needs of entrepreneurs with few resources or capaci-
ties at their disposal.

	 For the potential early-stage foreign investor, the de-
sire to locate a sales office or conduct research and de-
velopment in the United States may be a competitive 
imperative. In other words, for the company to grow and 
approach its potential, it may need to be close to talent, 
natural resources, university research partners, and the 
like that may exist uniquely in this country.

	 But the prospect of establishing even a modest pres-
ence in another country, particularly one as large and 
complex as the United States, is daunting. Deciding 
where to locate, how much to pay for premises, how to 
navigate bureaucracy, how to commercialize research and 
development, how to organize from a legal standpoint … 
all of these are critical considerations, yet the answers are 
likely to be complex and the process of deciding poten-
tially costly. 

	 The economic developer’s goal is to provide such in-
vestors with a “soft landing” in the community. Thus, 
available assets, tools, and resources must be marshaled 
and mobilized with an eye towards offering a particu-
lar kind of investor what it will need, as a stranger in 
a strange land, to acclimatize, function, and ultimately 
thrive in an unfamiliar environment. 

	 As it happens, the needs of the foreign investor and 
the challenges faced by the economic developer align 
nearly perfectly in the service offerings and efficiencies 
inherent in a business incubator. 

	  The National Business Incubation Association (NBIA), 
the nation’s leading organization dedicated to advancing 
entrepreneurship through the process of business incu-
bation, defines that process as follows: “[B]usiness incu-
bation is a business support process that accelerates the 

The benefits of attracting foreign investment at a very 
early stage can be both tangible and obvious, but quite 

often the benefits are subtler and require a more holistic 
context in order to be fully appreciated. Indeed, articulat-

ing the positive economic impacts of early-stage invest-
ment is one of the more important efforts and strategies 

that a successful soft-landing incubator should pursue. 
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successful development of start-up and fledgling compa-
nies by providing entrepreneurs with an array of targeted 
resources and services.” 10 

	 These services are usually developed or orchestrated 
by incubator management and offered both in the busi-
ness incubator and through its network of contacts. A 
business incubator’s main goal is to produce successful 
firms that will leave the program financially viable and 
freestanding. These incubator graduates have the poten-
tial to create jobs, revitalize neighborhoods, commercial-
ize new technologies, and strengthen local and national 
economies.”11

	  With 1,900 members in 50 countries, the NBIA has 
for some time understood the synergies between incuba-
tion generally and the needs of foreign, early-stage com-
panies as they enter foreign markets. Thus, as a means 
to ensure that incubators understand (and tailor their 
offerings to) the needs of foreign firms they may wish 
to attract, and so that foreign firms can be assured of ap-
propriate standards and essential service offerings made 
available by these incubators, the NBIA developed a for-
mal soft-landing certification for which incubators may 
apply.12 

	 Randy Morris,13 director of Member Services at NBIA 
and the individual responsible for administering the 
soft-landing program, notes that the designation has 
been in existence since 2005 and that the program has 
grown gradually. There are currently 24 soft-landing sites 
globally, of which roughly half are located in the United 
States. The process of obtaining the soft-landing designa-
tion is designed to ensure that qualifying incubators not 
only offer the appropriate targeted services, but that they 

have experience working with foreign firms. Thus, only 
about 50 percent of applicants for soft-landing designa-
tion receive the NBIA’s approval on the first application. 

	 An incubator that has been designated as a “Soft Land-
ing International Incubator” may market itself as such to 
potential investors, and thus seek to differentiate itself 
from other incubators or communities that may be com-
peting to attract early-stage firms, as well. Of course, any 
incubator can seek to attract foreign investors and in so 
doing offer the services common to soft-landing envi-
ronments, such as translation services, market research, 
counseling on import/export regulations, legal services, 
and the like. 

	 The certification, like all bona fide standards and cer-
tifications, provides market positioning and branding 
opportunities to the “vendor,” i.e., incubator, and com-
fort to the “consumer,” i.e., investor, that it is obtaining a 
baseline of services and resources upon which it can rely 
in growing its business internationally. 

Why It’s Done
	 The benefits are clear to a foreign investor in locat-
ing within a soft-landing environment. An incubator 
provides resources and opportunities on an extremely 
cost-effective basis. While the details of an offer may vary 
from incubator to incubator, depending upon size, loca-
tion, industry sectors served, and specialized equipment 
required, it is almost universally the case that the investor 
is able to establish some kind of presence in the market 
on highly favorable economic terms, certainly compared 
with what would be incurred in going it alone.

	 The benefits to the incubator, however, and to the com-
munities in which they are located, may be less obvious. 
While traditional FDI attraction efforts are most often 
focused on prospects that are likely to create economic 
impact through job creation, soft-landing initiatives and 
the targets of soft-landing attraction efforts are not likely 
to create jobs or major economic impacts in the short, or 
even medium-term.

	 So why bother?

	 Geraldine Quétin14 is a business incubation expert in 
Nice (France) who has developed and managed incuba-
tors in France and worked to attract American entrepre-
neurs to France as part of the French government’s im-
pressive YEi program.15 Quétin observes that the benefits 
to the incubator and to the community at large are often 
longer-term and are to be measured not merely by jobs 
created, but by the value-add a community experiences 
by virtue of becoming more internationalized in terms of 
its resident talent and its exposure to outside economic 
opportunities.

	 An international community, seeded by early-stage 
companies and entrepreneurs, begets a wider internation-
al mindset, which eventually creates a more substantial 
and attractive foundation upon which larger business at-
traction, employment, and investment platforms and ini-
tiatives can be constructed. People and businesses begin 
to think and act more “globally,” which in turn creates an 
openness to new ideas and opportunities.

National Business Incubation  
Association (NBIA) Soft-Landing  
Eligibility Criteria

•	 Hold an active NBIA membership (at least one  
individual in each applicant incubator must be an 
NBIA member) 

•	 Can demonstrate program success in serving foreign/
nondomestic businesses for at least 18 months prior 
to the Soft Landings application due date

•	 Have on-site incubator management

•	 Provide a full range of business services addressing 
the needs of foreign firms

•	 Have a policy for graduating companies

Successful applicants will demonstrate a positive track 
record in the following areas:

•	 Serving as a first landing site for foreign/nondomestic 
clients (as opposed to a second or third expansion 
site)

•	 Incubating nondomestic clients in the incubator’s 
domestic market (inbound activity)

•	 Instituting business incubation best practices

•	 Tracking metrics of success with all incubation clients 
(not just foreign/nondomestic firms) 
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	 If more concrete metrics are required, Quétin notes 
that the following indicators may reflect the economic 
impact of a soft-landing program:

•	 Is the start-up or early-stage company still “alive” 
after five years?

•	 Is it generating revenues?

•	 Are other companies generating revenues by virtue 
of the company’s or investor’s presence?

•	 Has the company successfully raised money?

•	 Have other companies in the start-up’s “eco-system” 
raised money?

•	 Are there other quantifiable “ripple effects” resulting 
from the investor’s presence, i.e., are additional com-
panies locating in the region, are university gradu-
ates in relevant disciplines coming to the region, are 
new university programs being developed, and are 
university-industry partnerships arising.

	 Finally, Quétin notes that soft-landing programs and 
the investors/participants in them become, in the best 
case scenarios, part of a global network of incubators and 
support systems that nurture innovation and early-stage 
company growth. These networks provide further tools 
to companies with growth potential, enable communities 
to link to each other and share resources and best prac-
tices, and generally facilitate the development of a com-
munity’s international “brand” and receptivity to foreign 
investment.16

	 A recent study of university business incubators glob-
ally by the University Business Incubator Index also 
highlighted these criteria and indicators concluding, fol-
lowing a review of 150 university-affiliated incubators, 
that successful incubators create value for the eco-system 
in which they live and operate, create value for clients, 
and produce strong post-incubation performance.17

	 Tom Strodtbeck,18 director of International Programs 
for the NBIA, agrees that networks can be an important 
component of an incubator’s success and in particular 
the development of best practices, but stresses that the 
benefits to communities in which soft-landing programs 
exist are not necessarily as indirect as one might surmise. 
The partnerships that develop between incubators and 
the wider economic development communities in which 
they operate often lead to concrete economic impacts, 
including the referral of high-growth prospects, local re-
sources being brought to bear for the benefit of growth 
companies, and jobs being created when individuals and 
companies with new ideas are brought to the attention of 
existing, larger firms in the area. 

	 Soft-landing programs, Strodtbeck points out, are 
most effective and produce best results for their tenant 
companies and the communities in which they operate 
when they play to their strengths and capitalize on niche 
industry sectors, resources, capabilities, and connections. 
Merely locating an incubator in a facility that is currently 
underutilized seldom advances the ball; building upon 
a community’s talent, leveraging natural resources and 
natural resource industry expertise, however, to create an 
incubator focused on that industry, can prove attractive 
to foreign start-ups in the same industry seeking access 
to the local market. 

	 In the final analysis, attracting a promising early-stage 
company to locate in a soft-landing incubator is unlikely 
to mean dozens of jobs in the near-term. But attracting 
the right company, or the right mix of companies, can 
create or build upon a nucleus that can be leveraged for 
the benefit of the wider community as word spreads, 
benefits are shared, and global expertise and profile be-
come more tangible and marketable. 

	 As part of a larger entrepreneurial eco-system, a soft-
landing incubator can enable a community, other incuba-
tors, even an entire industry to punch above its weight, 
delivering economic impact and enhancing a regional 
brand that facilitates larger FDI attraction efforts.

From the Frontlines …
	 Soft-landing incubators, whether they have obtained 
the formal NBIA designation or simply provide services 
tailored to the needs of early-stage foreign companies, 
face a number of challenges familiar to economic devel-
opment professionals at every level of the industry. 

	H ow does one measure the economic impact of an 
initiative? If impacts are small, subtle, or not immediate, 
how does one justify the continued effort and dedication 
of resources?

University of Central Florida  
Soft-Landing Program Benefits

•	 Satellite office space with flexible short term lease at nine 
sites in four counties in Central FL

•	 Connections with the Central Florida business  
community

•	 Access to a network of training and meeting rooms

•	 Access to a PR Bureau for Press Release creation and 
distribution

•	 Domestic market research through UCF Venture Lab

•	 Access to experts concerning import/export laws and 
regulations

•	 Cultural training

•	 Connections to UCF faculty and students

Soft-Landing Eligibility Requirements

•	 Be a for-profit business in a high-growth field

•	 Have all the valid paperwork needed to conduct business 
in the USA

•	 Have the ability to pay monthly rental fee for the in-
tended term of occupancy

•	 Have potential for positive economic impact on the com-
munity through a technology, product or service deemed 
to have a high potential impact in the marketplace; and 
having potential for creation of new high paying jobs.
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	 Gordon Hogan, director of the University of Central 
Florida’s multi-location incubator system,19 notes that 
the costs of implementing a soft-landing program and 
providing the services important to soft-landing tenants 
are quite low, particularly when compared to the costs of 
more traditional FDI marketing efforts. In fact, many of 
the resources a foreign company will need are the same 
that domestic or local tenants desire, i.e., inexpensive of-
fice space, common areas, internet access, etc. Special-
ized services, such as translation services or legal advice, 
are typically provided by offsite experts on a reduced cost 
basis. 

	 Offering soft-landing services need not be a costly en-
deavor and seldom adds to the ordinary day-to-day costs 
of an incubator’s operating expenses.

	 Traditional FDI attraction efforts can be quite expen-
sive, by contrast, and may include travel and marketing/
trade show expenditures, the costs of site location con-
sultants, collateral materials, hospitality expenditures, 
and more. In addition, states and communities typically 
offer incentives to attractive larger foreign investors, thus 
adding to the cost (in terms of forgone tax revenues) of 
each job created or sustained via the investment. 

	 The bottom line is that the costs of soft-landing initia-
tives are low and should not be considered an impedi-
ment to the development of a soft-landing program or 
site.

Partnerships Are Key 
	 Because soft-landing sites often have limited budgets 
and because the world of start-ups and early-stage inves-
tors is so widely dispersed, it is essential that soft-landing 
incubators operate in partnership with and as compo-
nents of a larger economic development eco-system. A 
state or metro economic development corporation can 
disseminate an incubator’s literature and be on the look-
out for potential soft-landing candidates during trade 
missions and as inquiries regarding the region at large are 
received.

	 In order for the wider economic development com-
munity to market the soft-landing incubator’s resources 
most effectively, the incubator must reach out and proac-
tively inform partners and other economic development 
providers and professionals of the importance of the  
incubator, the ways in which they can work together, 
and the value that the incubator can bring to the wider  
community. 

	H ogan, the UCF incubator director, notes that one of 
its most intriguing and potentially most successful soft-
landing tenants came to the incubator as the result of a 
contact made by an economic development official from 
a neighboring community and not via a direct effort of 
the incubator. Here, as in so many circumstances, much 
more can be gained by working together and exchanging 
information than by operating in silos.

Take-Aways
	 Soft-landing initiatives can be a useful and productive 
tool in a community’s economic development basket of 

investment attraction offerings. While the economic im-
pact, particularly in terms of job creation, of soft-landing 
investment is likely to be modest in the short term, the 
benefit to the wider community in which investors are 
located can be significant and bear fruit in terms of over-
all talent development; industry sector diversification; 
and cross-pollination between firms, academic institu-
tions, and larger businesses. 

	 Economic development professionals know that in-
cubators as a whole punch well above their weight in 
economic impact, i.e., the cost per job created is low, rev-
enues and economic spillovers are impressive, and the 
deployment community assets to create economic devel-
opment eco-systems facilitates stability and sustainable 
economic development potential.

	 A 2011 economic impact analysis20 of five state-sup-
ported incubators in New Mexico, for example, found 
that 98 firms graduated from the incubators over the pre-
ceding five years, and an estimated 78 percent of those 
companies were still operating. Moreover, the existing 
tenants and incubator graduates, which total 178 firms, 
supported 1,601 direct jobs and another 1,056 indirect 
or induced jobs, for a total impact of 2,657 jobs.

	 In a 2010 article,21 The National Business Incubation 
Association estimated there were 41,000 startups using 
1,200 incubators across the country and participants’ 
survival rate after five years was 87 percent, compared 
with 44 percent for companies that didn’t use incubators.

	 Finally, a 2013 study22 of three incubators operated 
by the Polytechnic Institute of New York University con-
cluded, “The rapid growth of New York City’s innovation 
economy has been fueled by three Polytechnic Institute 
of New York University (NYU-Poly)-operated incubators 
that generated $251 million in economic activity since 
2009, created more than 900 jobs and contributed $31.4 
million in local, state and federal tax revenue.”  The 
study also found that out of the 102 start-ups:  35 have 
graduated to larger spaces in New York, five have been 
acquired by larger entities for more than $50 million, and 
salaries paid by graduating companies average $72,000.

	 It is also worth repeating more familiar statistics that 
underscore the importance of small businesses generally. 
Small companies, i.e., those with ten employees or less, 
accounted for 90 percent of all business establishments 
in the United States, 30 percent of all U.S. jobs, and 25 
percent of all U.S. sales.23 

	 The bottom line: For a community that wishes to 
build a foundation, or build upon an existing base, of 
international talent, intellectual property, cultural diver-
sity, global expertise, economic stability, and sustainable 
growth, a well-crafted soft-landing initiative integrated 
into an effective incubator system can yield impressive 
and highly cost effective results. 

	 These results will most likely come to fruition when 
economic development organizations partner, exchange 
information, cross-sell, integrate offerings when feasible, 
and clearly articulate the assets and resources available in 
the soft-landing environment. 
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News from IEDC
New Sustainability Research Funded 
by Foundation Grants
   IEDC is proud to publish two new sustainability 
research projects. “Creating the Clean Energy 
Economy” is funded by the Rockefeller Broth-
ers Fund and examines three nascent clean-
tech markets: electric vehicles, net-zero energy 
homes, and offshore wind energy. The report 
discusses these sectors’ economic development 
benefits, hurdles to market development, and 
economic development strategies.

   “Understanding Renewable Energy Businesses” 
is funded by the Energy Foundation, The Solar 
Foundation, and the Wind Energy Foundation.  
IEDC interviewed solar, wind, and biopower firms 
to understand the opportunities and challenges 
facing these industries. This report mirrors 
the 2012 “Powering Up” report, in which IEDC 
interviewed economic development leaders on 
renewable energy growth in their states.  

Upcoming Launch of New Economic  
Development Organizational Metrics
   IEDC will launch the findings from its Perfor-
mance Measurement project at the 2014 Leader-
ship Summit in Irvine, California, on February 
2-4. Part of the Economic Development Research 
Partners (EDRP) program, this project seeks to 
understand and develop a set of improved met-
rics that help EDOs better measure their perfor-
mance and impact on the community.

   The organization will present a set of “metric 
menus” that help EDOs select metrics to track 
based on program area(s) and available re-
sources. IEDC will also discuss current trends 
in measuring performance based on the Perfor-
mance Measurement survey, in which over 500 
EDOs shared their current tracking habits.

EDRP Releases Latest Report on  
Workforce Development Strategies
   The Economic Develop-
ment Research Partners 
(EDRP) program released 
their latest report, “Rais-
ing the Bar Together: 
Successful Strategies for 
Workforce and Economic 
Development Collabora-
tion,” in November.  With 
the understanding that a community’s work-
force is fundamental to its economic growth, the 
paper outlines best practices for economic and 
workforce development organizations working in 
collaboration.

   The report features five case studies that 
demonstrate the important role that EDOs play 
in driving collaborative efforts. It also includes 
essential lessons and recommendations for com-
munities that want to do a better job of workforce 
development.   The report is available via down-
load to IEDC members free of charge and for sale 
in print to nonmembers at $35.

AEDO Program Adds 37th Member
   IEDC an-
nounces the ac-
creditation of the 
Arvada Economic 
Development 
Association (AEDA). Located in Arvada, Colorado, 
AEDA is a 501c6 nonprofit organization that was 
established in 1991 to serve as “the Arvada com-
munity’s business-to-government liaison and a 
strategic resource for business information and 
support.” The organization is led by Executive 
Director Hazel Hartbarger, who oversees four ad-
ditional employees.  This organization represents 
the high quality and dedication to excellence that 
the Accredited Economic Development Organiza-
tion (AEDO) program demands.

   Earning accreditation is a great way for eco-
nomic development entities to increase their 
visibility in the community and gain independent 
feedback on their organizational operations. For 
more information about becoming a program 
member, now totaling 37, visit the AEDO web-
page or contact Program Manager Tye Libby at 
tlibby@iedconline.org.

Launching 2014 Disaster Recovery  
Webinar Series
   On January 28, IEDC kicks off the 2014 Disas-
ter Preparation & Economic Recovery Webinar 
Series with “Lessons from the Field: Small Busi-
ness Recovery Strategies after a Disaster” fea-
turing Charles D’Agostino and Maureen Collins 
Williams. This webinar will discuss the critical 
factors, resources, and timing issues for assisting 
small businesses following a major crisis.

   This 12-part webinar series provides practi-
cal information on key topics ranging from crisis 
communication to preparation efforts to creating 
successful partnerships for long-term recovery.

   The series is funded by a grant from the  
U.S. Economic Development Administration 
(EDA). To register for the series, visit  
RestoreYourEconomy.org.

http://www.iedconline.org/book-store/edrp-reports/raising-the-bar-together-successful-strategies-for-workforce-and-economic-development-collaboration/?query=category.eq.EDRP%20Reports&xsearch_id=store_search_category&xsearch[0]=EDRP%20Reports&back=product_catalog
http://www.iedconline.org/web-pages/conferences-events/2014-disaster-preparedness-recovery-series/
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CalEndar of events
ReCertification 
for Certified  
Economic  
Developers

Fulfill a recertification 
requirement without 
tapping into your  
budget! 

Earn two credits  
towards your next  
recertification by  
having an article  
published in the 
Economic Development 
Journal, IEDC’s 
quarterly publication.

This is one of a number 
of ways that you can 
pursue recertification 
credits. Submissions  
are accepted through-
out the year. The Jour-
nal Editorial Board  
reviews all articles  
and determines which  
articles are accepted  
for publication.   

For more information 
contact Jenny Murphy, 
editor, at  
murp@erols.com  
(703-715-0147).

CONFERENCES
2014 Leadership Summit
February 2-4
Irvine, CA

2014 Federal Forum
March 23-25
Alexandria, VA

2014 Spring Conference
June 1-3
Minneapolis-Saint Paul, 
MN

2014 Annual Conference
October 19-22
Fort Worth, TX

2014 TRAINING COURSES
Neighborhood Develop-
ment Strategies
January 16-17
New York, NY Metro Area

Entrepreneurial and Small 
Business Development 
Strategies
January 30-31
Irvine, CA

Economic Development 
Marketing and Attraction
February 13-14
Atlanta, GA

Real Estate Development 
and Reuse
February 20-21
Baltimore, MD

Economic Development 
Credit Analysis
March 5-7
Madison, WI

Workforce Development 
Strategies
March 20-21
Washington, DC Metro Area

Business Retention and 
Expansion
April 24-25
Atlanta, GA

Entrepreneurial and Small 
Business Development 
Strategies
May 8-9
Madison, WI

Real Estate Development 
and Reuse
May 15-16
Anchorage, AK

Managing Economic Devel-
opment Organizations
May 29-30
Minneapolis-Saint Paul, 
MN

Economic Development 
Marketing and Attraction
June 5-6
Baltimore, MD

Neighborhood Develop-
ment Strategies
June 19-20
Madison, WI

Economic Development 
Strategic Planning
July 17-18
Atlanta, GA

Business Retention and 
Expansion
August 21-22
Indianapolis, IN

Economic Development 
Strategic Planning
September 18-19
Baltimore, MD

Real Estate Development 
and Reuse
October 9-10
Atlanta, GA

Economic Development 
Credit Analysis
October 15-17
Fort Worth, TX

Real Estate Development 
and Reuse
November 6-7
Lansing, MI

Business Retention and 
Expansion
November 13-14
Chapel Hill, NC

Technology-Led Economic 
Development
December 4-5
Phoenix, AZ

2014 CERTIFIED  
ECONOMIC DEVELOPER 
EXAMS
February 1-2
Irvine, CA

March 22-23
Washington, DC Metro Area
(Appl. Deadline: January 
21)

May 31-June 1
Minneapolis-Saint Paul, 
MN
(Appl. Deadline: March 31)

October 18-19
Fort Worth, TX
(Appl. Deadline: August 18)

December 6-7
Phoenix, AZ
(Appl. Deadline: October 6)

2014 WEB SEMINARS
January 22
How Economic Gardening 
Can Accelerate Growth for 
Companies

Disaster Preparation & 
Economic Recovery: Free, 
12-Part Webinar Series
January 28: Lessons from 
the Field: Small Business 
Recovery Strategies after a 
Disaster
February: Preparing for the 
Unexpected: Is Your Organi-
zation Ready?
March: Establishing a 
501c3 for Economic  
Development & Recovery
April: Long-Term Recov-
ery: Addressing Business 
Failures in Years 2-5
May: Asset Mapping & Data 
Collection before a Crisis
June: Using the National 
Emergency Grant (NEG) for 
Economic Recovery
July: Addressing Blight 
in Disaster-Impacted 
Neighborhoods
August: Fundraising 
Strategies for Economic 
Transformation
September: Navigating 
Federal Resources for 
Long-Term Recovery in 
Rural Communities
October: Creating 
Successful Partnerships 
with the Private Sector
November:  How to Write a 
Winning Grant Application
December: Open for 
Business: Crisis  
Communication

IEDC sponsors an annual conference and a series of technical conferences each year to bring economic de-
velopment professionals together to network with their peers and learn about the latest tools and trends from 
public and private experts. 

	 IEDC also provides training courses and web seminars throughout the year for professional development, 
a core value of the IEDC. It is essential for enhancing your leadership skills, advancing your career, and, most 
importantly, plays an invaluable role in furthering your efforts in your community.

	 For more information about these upcoming conferences, web seminars, and professional development 
training courses, please visit our website at www.iedconline.org.

http://www.iedconline.org/web-pages/conferences-events/iedc-conferences/
http://www.iedconline.org/web-pages/professional-development/iedc-training-courses/
http://www.iedconline.org/web-pages/professional-development/iedc-training-courses/
http://www.iedconline.org/web-pages/professional-development/iedc-training-courses/
http://www.iedconline.org/web-pages/professional-development/become-certified/#calendar
http://www.iedconline.org/web-pages/conferences-events/2014-disaster-preparedness-recovery-series/
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Introduction
hile many services exist to 
support small businesses in 
the state of Washington, 

only a small portion target those with 
less than $250K in annual revenue.  Even 
fewer services are available to accommodate the 
special considerations in assisting Latino entre-
preneurs who often hesitate to seek help from a 
business advisor, fearing that they will be looked 
down upon or overwhelmed by the information. 
They may be embarrassed over not being able 
to speak English well or not having a high edu-
cational background or not understanding the 
American way of doing business.  

      This hesitancy in seeking help can result in busi-
ness failure.  A program aimed at this group’s spe-
cial needs can help overcome this hesitancy, along 
with other barriers to success.  Recognizing the 
growing need for such services, the Economic De-
velopment Association of Skagit County (EDASC), 
in Washington, created the Latino Business Reten-
tion and Expansion Program (LBRE).

	H ispanic-run small businesses across Washing-
ton range from a single individual offering a table of 
handmade wares at a county fair to well-managed, 
product-focused enterprises with many employees.  
Distinct from mainstream businesses, Hispanic 
business owners typically experience the following 
when attempting to establish or grow a business: 

•	 Limited (or no) access to capital for launching 
a new business or expanding an existing  
business; 

•	 Inadequate (or a complete lack of) business 
information in their preferred language regard-
ing rules, regulations, and government policies 
relating to entrepreneurship and small  
businesses; 

•	 Lack of venues for communication and/or 
lack of confidence to search for and request 
assistance; 

•	 Insufficient role-model mentors and guides for 
strategic planning; 

•	 Inexperience in organizational planning, sales, 
and marketing; and 

 •	 Non-existent management and leadership 
training at the level Hispanic owners need to 
apply to their businesses.

	 According to a 2011 paper by U.S. Census Bu-
reau Demographers Jennifer Ortman and Hyon B. 

mindsets that build bridges
across cultures and champion latino small businesses 
By Dr. Diana Morelli-Klima

Capitalizing on the Economic Potential of Latino Entrepreneurs
Latino communities are now viewed as business and employment generators.  The Economic Development Asso-
ciation of Skagit County (WA) established the Latino Business Retention and Expansion Program (LBRE) in 2004 
to provide one-on-one business counseling and broad-based support for Latino entrepreneurs and business owners 
for start-ups and business expansion.  In helping these entrepreneurs overcome the many barriers they face, in-
cluding limited collateral, lack of credit history, language barriers, and a lack of understanding of government and 
business processes, LBRE has developed innovative approaches to serving this rapidly growing community.  This 
article discusses the unique challenges Latino entrepreneurs face, describes strategies to overcome these challenges, 
and provides a personal perspective on mindsets that can build bridges across cultures.  LBRE is now serving as a 
model for a statewide initiative.
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Association of Skagit 
County, Washington. 
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Cross-cultural leaders working together. From left to right: Dr. 
José García-Pabón, Washington State University Extension 
Professor; Cristobal Guillen, President/CEO, Washington State 
Hispanic Chambers of Commerce; Washington Governor Jay 
Inslee; Dr. Diana Morelli-Klima, Director, LBRE Program.
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Shin, “the number of Spanish speakers is projected to 
rise nationally through 2020 to between 39 million and 
43 million.”  Washington is ranked 13th in the U.S. in 
the size of its Hispanic consumer market, with Hispanic 
buying power projected to reach $1,402 trillion by 2014.  
From 1990-2008, Hispanic buying power in Washington 
is said to have grown 494.5 percent.  

	 Between 2002 and 2007, the number of Hispanic-
owned businesses in Washington grew 73.6 percent, 
with 12.2 percent having revenues over $1 million.  In 
2011, the U.S. Census stated that there were 17,810 
certified Latino owned firms, out of 531,023 total firms 
in the state.  (U. S. Census Bureau Quick facts)  Skagit 
County is 17 percent  Latino, while Mount Vernon, the 
city where  LBRE is located, is 33 percent  Latino – a sub-
stantial population.  

	 Created and sustained by EDASC, LBRE began in 
2004 and is now the only program of its kind to have 
found long-term success in the state of Washington.  For 
the first year, the program was run on a part-time basis 
(full-time beginning in 2005) and was funded by Skagit 
Valley College, the U.S. Department of Commerce, Bank 
of America, and Small Business Development Centers. 
LBRE now receives funding from the Small Business De-
velopment Centers, the Local Initiatives Fund of RSF So-
cial Finance, the NW Area Foundation, and EDASC.

	 With a 12-member Latino Advisory Board, LBRE is 
housed in the offices of EDASC, which provides a sup-
port staff for the program’s director. LBRE’s goal is to 
increase opportunities for Latino entrepreneurs and 
business owners so they can create and expand their 
businesses. Since its inception, LBRE has assisted these 
business owners in securing over $2.5 million in loans, 
with an additional $335,000 for two separate businesses 
in 2013 – a beauty salon and a contract services company 
for a nationally known chicken processing firm. 

	 Other loans have funded a varied group of businesses 
and services, including an automotive shop, a new/used 
car dealer, an insurance company, a bi-lingual newspa-
per, and a Mexican grocery store. This group also in-
cludes three restaurants, a Peruvian import business, two 
construction companies, a painting company, a bi-lingual 
childcare facility, a taco truck, a health-care facility, and a 
butcher shop. 

Benchmarks for Success, Relevant Quan-
titative and Qualitative Standards 
	 As with most successful people-oriented endeavors, it 
is essential to develop criteria that allow “success” to be 
measured.  LBRE’s benchmarks routinely exceed the usual 
metrics of loans made, contacts and client numbers. 

	 Another important definition of success for the pro-
gram is “the realization of a worthy intention.”  However, 
sometimes the “worthy intentions” of  entrepreneurs can 
conflict with  the very support program that was de-
signed to serve their best interests in the early stages of 
their entrepreneurial life. 

	 If businesses are to survive and thrive, owners need 
to increase assets and profits so they can support their 
families and contribute to their community in a signifi-
cant way.  To accomplish this, a business education and 
cultural competency in the host country are essential.  
However, the American approach to helping the Latino 
entrepreneur is often more threatening than engaging.  
As a result, new Latino entrepreneurs can quickly be-
come discouraged and cease participating in gaining the 
very business knowledge they need. 

	 Many beginning Latino entrepreneurs are unfamiliar 
with the language of business success – so unfamiliar as 
to consider the “necessities” of a successful business as 
unnecessary complications that are unrelated to achiev-
ing their immediate goals and, ultimately, their worthy 
intentions.

	 What many Latino entrepreneurs think of as “unrelat-
ed complications” include a vocabulary that is common-
place to most business advisors: the need for business 
plans and cash-flow projections, plus on-going depen-
dence on and reference to the most common reasons for 
business failure, which include such concepts as poor 
management, insufficient capital, poor record keeping 
and of course, IRS troubles.  

	 To many aspiring Latino entrepreneurs, these basic 
concepts are “out of context,” threatening, and anticipat-
ing problems before they become unfixable is unimagi-
nable.  For a person who does not know how to turn 
on a computer, much less type, write, or speak English, 
how is computer training a possibility?  Using the stan-
dard approach with many 
Latino entrepreneurs, new 
American advisors trying 
to help them are likely to 
fail, often reaching the 
point of a diminishing flow 
of Latino clients.

	 LBRE’s approach stress-
es that it is essential to 
listen initially to new La-
tino entrepreneurs while 
acknowledging that barely 
literate business aspirants 
can and do run successful 
businesses.  Clients express and are motivated by a strong 
desire to be their own boss and to create a stable future 
for their children.  In other words, for the most part, 
“new” Latino entrepreneurs who are deciding to open a 
business do not appear to correlate their future success in 
business with business basics, but rather with achieving 
a life-long dream: the dream of building a better life for 
their family and a future for their children.  To achieve 

LBRE’s goal is to increase opportunities for Latino 
entrepreneurs and business owners so they can 
create and expand their businesses.

A new Latino enterprise in Ferndale.



Economic Development Journal  /  Fall 2013  /  Volume 12  /  Number 4 31

this, it is commonplace for clients to work seven days a 
week, 10 to 12 hours a day, without complaint; but the 
suggestion of a computer course will cause them to drop 
out of the program.

	 Rather than describing the necessity for a business 
plan or any other business basics, LBRE has found it’s 
more appropriate for a business advisor to begin inter-
acting with a Latino client by helping to solve their im-
mediate crisis situation, which is usually the reason for 
contacting the program. These situations can range from 
a pending foreclosure on a home or business, the realiza-
tion that  bankruptcy is imminent, and a letter of de-
mand from the IRS to a threat from Labor & Industries (a 
state agency) or the sudden recognition that one cannot 
pay insurance fees because they have doubled during the 
last six months. LBRE’s best referral sources are word of 
mouth that reflects a client’s satisfaction; positive lead-
ership and visibility within the Latino community; and 
professional recommendations from bankers, attorneys, 
and insurance agents.

Meeting Clients Where They Are
	 The most frequent challenges facing Latino businesses 
are eased if one is able to establish rapport and address 
their immediate needs in a practical way. Although  a 
combined lack of knowledge and business experience 
are often the root causes for their dilemma, it is more 
productive  to focus on their current crisis rather than 
innumerate the daunting list of  intimidating education-
al requirements they should achieve.  But after a crisis, 
especially if a positive outcome is achieved, clients are 
motivated to learn because they don’t want to land in 
the same difficulty again.  These challenges often serve 
as catalysts for positive changes that include a willing 
acceptance of the need for additional education. Clients 
seek help for many reasons, including:  

•	 Lack of a written leasing contract, landlord verbal 
commitments not met, and imminent foreclosure; 

•	 Being informed they are out of compliance with city/
state/federal business regulations, and a fine is being 
attached to the infraction;

•	 Insurance and bonding problems; 

•	 Budgeting and cash flow issues; 

•	 Lack of understanding and following correct 
accounting procedures; 

•	 Problems in opening business bank accounts; 

•	 Lack of savings to support the business, especially 
when taxes are due; 

•	 Issues involving hiring and training employees; 

•	 Not following Labor & Industries or Department of 
Revenue regulations; 

•	 Paying huge insurance premiums, especially in the 
construction field; 

•	 Lack of a bidding system for construction jobs; 

•	 Lack of literacy and language understanding; 

•	 Lack of medical insurance; and 

•	 Lack of computer literacy leading to a lack of Inter-
net presence. 

	 To reiterate: LBRE has found it is essential to meet cli-
ents where they are, instead of where good business prac-
tices would suggest they should be.  ESL classes, com-
puter training, financial literacy programs, or any other 
kind of immersion into our American education system 
are not  addressed unless the client specifically requests  
such information.

The Need for Extensive Technical  
Assistance in Loan Packaging 
	 It is impractical to simply supply handouts and send 
clients home to do their homework.  Under this model, 
they cannot succeed as demonstrated by the fact that 
they almost never return with the work completed.  
Since LBRE offers individualized, confidential business 
consultation in Spanish, as well as group training, it is 
imperative that, in both instances, hands-on, personal-
ized, culturally appropriate assistance be provided.  

	 This individualized approach is essential in helping 
clients procure business loans.  About half of LBRE’s  cli-
ents have less than five years of education from their na-
tive country.  They speak some English but cannot write 
well, let alone write in English.  At the same time, they 
have acquired a great deal of expertise in their chosen 
profession – as a chef, a mechanic, a master furniture 
builder, a plumber or a carpenter.  Their work ethic is 
formidable; they pay  taxes, save money, and prosper.  
With these qualities operational, they decide the time has 
come to open or expand a business.  In order to expand, 
they need capital – a bank loan.  The process of actually 
applying for a loan requires many skills that are unfamil-
iar to them.  Clients often have a lack of computer skills 
as well as little or no understanding of a business plan, 

Since LBRE offers individualized, confidential 
business consultation in Spanish, as well as group 

training, it is imperative that, in both instances, 
hands-on, personalized, culturally appropriate  

assistance be provided.

Everyday’s a “Fiesta” in a “Tienda Mexicana.”
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a résumé, cash flow projections, budgeting, Labor & In-
dustries requirements, licensing, etc.  

	 Clients have to figure how to navigate and survive 
face-to-face banking inquisitions from well-intentioned 
American bankers – which truly is a very big deal.  As a 
result, it is essential that business advisors to Latinos car-
ry the responsibility for their clients. The individualized 
American concept of “selling yourself” does not compute 
in the collectivistic consciousness of Latinos.  Although 
what they have to offer is every bit as saleable as what 
others are able to offer, they consider it bragging to as-
sertively highlight their talent, skills, and expertise.

Establishing a Trusting Relationship  
with Clients
	 Latinos value the trusting relationship more than most 
Americans can imagine.  As with most human interac-
tions, a show of empathy, attentive listening, and the abil-
ity to speak the same language are very high on the list 
of trust builders.  For the most part, it is unacceptable 
to get down to business in the first meeting, or even to 
understand the reason for the visit.  If enough trust has 
been established, clients will eventually explain what 
really brought them in, including serious debacles like 
bankruptcy, imminent loss of the lease for their estab-
lished business, or a pending IRS audit.  Following are 
some tips to successfully establish this trusting relation-
ship with new Latino clients:

•	 Speak Spanish in a way that mirrors the client’s 
vocabulary and level of understanding. Seldom will a 
Latino admit that he or she does not understand, but 
if an advisor uses technical business terms or tends 
to refer to “cash flow projections,” there will be little 
real communication.

•	 Sometimes clients might not be able to read or write 
so at LBRE, entrepreneurs are not routinely asked 
to “sign in.” Usually, literate clients request the form 
and quickly write out the necessary information 
themselves.

•	H umor can easily be misinterpreted, due to linguistic 
and cultural differences, and it does not break the ice 
for most Latinos, even as a way to begin a meeting.  
It often takes quite a bit of courage for a Latino to 
seek advice in the first place.  Most often he or she 
believes the problems are either unsolvable, or not 

worth taking seriously.  A serious, attentive interac-
tion produces a much better outcome.  

•	 The impossible is possible.  It is essential not to 
make snap judgments about the feasibility of a cli-
ent’s requests.  Yes, a loan is possible with mediocre 
credit, little collateral, after bankruptcy, and with-
out citizenship – especially if the advisor assumes 
responsibility for creating the loan package wherein 
the banker is given an opportunity to “know” the 
client and respect his or her abilities.  Without this 
very labor-intensive kind of help (which includes 
gathering  testimonials and making multiple visits to 
the client’s business, as well as gathering information 
in a way that does not stress the client), most clients 
will become discouraged and not try to get the loan 
they need.  When the creation of a loan package is 
described as a complicated process, complete with 
procedures that Latino clients do not understand, 
they are overwhelmed and give up their quest. 

Techniques for Helping Clients Provide 
the Right Information
	 In gathering information to write a loan package, the 
key is to begin with things the applicants understand and 
can successfully deliver.  A business advisor can get the 
needed information in a way that is much less daunting 
to a Latino loan seeker.  For example: 

•	 Banks require three years of  income tax returns; 
copy the originals and return them to clients.  Do not 
begin the loan process without this data.

•	 Ask approximately how much money they’ll need to 
borrow and exactly how they’ll use every penny.  If 
it’s for equipment, for instance, applicants should de-
termine  approximately how much each item costs.  
For example, a recent client provided a detailed 
equipment list for 25 construction tools with exact 
costs for each, down to the penny – demonstrat-
ing his extensive technical awareness for the loan 
reviewer. 

•	 If necessary, help complete a bilingual business plan 
questionnaire. This is  a reference work from which 
to write the actual loan application, including a busi-
ness plan.  

•	 Obtain two pages of a life history (ultimately the 
résumé the advisor will compose), one each for both 

Creating trust with clients.

The impossible is possible.  It is essential not to 
make snap judgments about the feasibility of a  

client’s requests.  Yes, a loan is possible with  
mediocre credit, little collateral, after bankruptcy, 
and without citizenship – especially if the advisor 

assumes responsibility for creating the loan  
package wherein the banker is given an  

opportunity to “know” the client and respect  
his or her abilities.
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husband and wife.  Include names, ages of children, 
years of schooling and training of any type, skills, 
community activities, volunteering, and previous 
jobs.  List  each child’s talents and activities, which 
serve to humanize the loan client in the eyes of the 
loan reviewer.  Following is a brief excerpt from an 
actual  client description that highlights her excep-
tional dedication to the community – a client with 
a low credit score and little collateral.  But the loan 
was granted and her business is thriving.

	 Ana immigrated to the United States and has lived in 
Skagit County since 1990. As described in a Skagit Valley 
Herald News article from December of 2010 – …“A 
single mother of two, Ana struggled to make ends meet 
until community volunteers came to her aid.  …She now 
lives in a Habitat for Humanity House in La Conner and 
owns her own hair salon.”  For the last two and a half 
years, Ana felt she was able to give back to the com-
munity – so donated 1,000 haircuts to the Skagit Valley 
Herald’s Christmas Fund for children. 

•	 Ask  clients to gather testimonials from happy cus-
tomers.  Clients do so readily and receive authentic 
accolades.

•	 Clearly communicate that the appearance, spelling, 
and grammar, etc. are not important for the business 
plan questionnaire or the two-page history and that 
it’s not important to  totally complete these items.  
A business advisor can take down the information 
orally for those who cannot write. 

•	 Clients generally accomplish these step-by-step 
requests easily.  Don’t create time pressure or other 
intimidating rules and regulations.  

Tips to Help Bridge Other Cultural Gaps
	 Many clients come for help with either a loan or to 
start a new business, and say they have no idea how to 
get started.  Help them by simply listening. Discover who 
they are, what they think they want, and their expecta-
tions.  Once they are ready to get down to business spe-
cifics, cover some of the following topics:

•	 Feasibility, experience, and potential costs;

•	 Business licenses, relevant government agencies, and 
non-compliance fines;

•	 Renting, leasing, contracts, and costs;

•	 Bi-lingual accountants and costs; 

•	 Insurance and attorneys and costs;

•	 Cash, keeping receipts (Help clients avoid the 
“kitchen sink” syndrome, in which they save all their 

receipts for the year and give the box to their ac-
countant to sort out);

•	 The need to keep business bank accounts separate 
from personal accounts; and

•	 A warning never to hire an undocumented relative to 
work in their business, even if they are undocument-
ed themselves.  In Washington,  the fine is $10,000.

	 During the research phase of the client-advisor inter-
action, some very touching life-stories emerge – ones that 
later can be used in the loan package.  Since the five key 
elements a borrower should have to obtain credit include 
character (integrity) as well as capacity (sufficient cash 
flow to service the obligation), it is essential to help a cli-
ent portray himself  or herself appropriately.

The Reward of Helping a Client Become 
Successful

Taquería El Milagro- The Miracle Truck
	 Gonzalo wasn’t exaggerating when he named his 
Mexican restaurant-on-wheels Taquería El Milagro – “the 
miracle truck.”  He was born in a small town in Mexico 
called Vicente Guerrero in the State of Michoacán.   His 
earliest memory occurred at the age of four: the memory 
of his own cries as he called 
for his mother and watched 
her back as she disappeared 
down a long dusty road.  She 
never returned. 

	 At the age of seven, he be-
gan working in the fields in 
Mexico, before finally making 
it to the U.S. and settling in 
Mount Vernon, WA.

	 In March 2007, he sought 
a loan from LBRE without col-
lateral or established credit.  
But he did not give up.  About 
six months later, he announced that he had saved every 
penny he could to buy a food truck and had established 
credit.  After saving $8,000 to buy his food truck, it was 
given to him as a gift – a miracle.  He also calls it a miracle 
that he was able to heal and continue his business after a 
propane tank exploded, burning his face and scarring his 
hands.  He also called it a miracle to receive two micro 
loans through LBRE, totaling $9,500.  

	 Now the proud owner of a successful taco truck busi-
ness, he is already thinking of expanding.  To top it off, 
Gonzalo was voted the “Best Bite” for his beef tacos at the 
Bite of Skagit in 2010. 

A Model for a Statewide Program
	 LBRE is now being used as a model for a statewide 
program called Assistance for the Financial Health of La-
tino Businesses (ASFINLA is its Spanish acronym). Fund-
ing this expansion model are EDASC, Washington State 
University Extension, Washington State Association of 

Proud owner of Taquería El Milagro,  
Gonzalo Huitrón.

LBRE is now being used as a model for a 
statewide program called Assistance for 
the Financial Health of Latino Businesses 
(ASFINLA is its Spanish acronym).
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Hispanic Chambers of Commerce, and Washington State 
Small Business Development Centers.

	 The most immediate challenges facing LBRE’s expan-
sion lie in the need to gradually transform the agrarian 
worker into a knowledge worker, so, for example, that 
the former becomes computer literate and can market his 
or her own value-added farm products.  The curriculum 
for the ASFINLA program addresses this need on a level 
that at first glance appears to be too basic.  At the same 
time, the statewide training schedule addresses the actual 
needs of new Latino entrepreneurs, in three areas:

•	 Keeping a calendar, scheduling activities, keeping 
appointments, meeting deadlines, arriving on time;

•	 Composing a resume, i.e., recording the story of a 
client’s life, valuing their real attributes, and building 
self-esteem; and

•	 Budgeting, record keeping, planning ahead, formal-
izing contracts, gaining technical experience, and 
competency.

Conclusion
	 To meet the needs of all our talented Latino entre-
preneurs, we, the business advisors, must transform our 
models and methods of providing assistance and adapt to 
the culture and psychology of the clients we serve.  If we 
are to help, we must assume the responsibility for under-
standing our client’s values, dreams, and frame of refer-
ence, respecting the limitations these guiding principles 
for their lives may impose on our work.  

	 Some clients may never clearly understand a loan pro-
cess or a balance sheet or the idea of positioning their busi-
ness in the marketplace nor many other business concepts, 
but they can still realize their dream.  They can provide 
incredible products and services, create loyalty with their 
customers, contribute to their communities, and provide 
a wonderful life and a lasting legacy to their families.   
By understanding and assisting these entrepreneurs in 
the ways they can receive help, what at first seems to be 
an impossibility can become a surprising and rewarding 
reality.  

Hiring?
Seek a Certified economic developER (CEcD)

For more information go to: www.iedconline.org Or call: (202) 223-7800

As an employer, you can be assured that the Certified Economic Developers 
you hire have demonstrated competency in economic development with a 

high-level of knowledge and practical experience in the field.

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.

Your investment in their certification will benefit you both by:

n Raising your staff’s level of professionalism
n Improving your staff’s education and knowledge
n Enhancing the image and credibility of your organization

Successful start-up by Lorenzo Velasco has grown to three Lorenzo’s 
Mexican Restaurants, named Latino Business of the Year in 2006 by 
LBRE, the Washington Latino Business Association, and the Washington 
State Hispanic Chambers of Commerce.

http://www.iedconline.org/web-pages/professional-development/become-certified/
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tates, counties, and cities spend an 
estimated $70 billion per year on 
company-specific economic devel-

opment subsidies (a.k.a. “incentives,” 
as computed by Prof. Kenneth Thomas).  
But they can ill afford to keep wasting much 
of that money, as has been documented by a 
large body of performance audits, investigative 
journalism, academic findings, and non-profit 
research.

	 New tools and new thinking are enabling pub-
lic officials to chart a smarter course. Subsidies are 
becoming more transparent, at both state and lo-
cal levels of government. Subsidies are changing to 
align better with transportation and land use plan-
ning, making them more “location-efficient.” Sub-
sidies are also becoming more risk-averse: there  
is a growing consensus that spending money in 
ways that put a few eggs in many baskets – in-
stead of the opposite – is, in times of heightened 
economic volatility, the most prudent and cost- 
effective strategy.

	 New strategies are also critical because there are 
fewer deals for which states and cities can compete. 
In a polarizing trend, a tiny share of deals is grow-
ing much more costly, hogging precious resources 

that would be better spent benefiting many small 
and targeted employers. 

DEAL FLOW TODAY: STILL DEPRESSED
	 The overall number of economic development 
deals for which states and cities can compete is well 
below its peak, which pre-dated the 2001 recession. 
As Figure 1 details: even in the non-recessionary 
years of 2003-2006, the number of major new 
projects averaged barely half the rate of 1998-
2000.  From that already low base, the number of 
projects dipped in 2008-2009 and then recovered 
only modestly in 2010 through 2012. By 2012, the 
number of deals had still not recovered to half the 
levels seen between 1998 and 2000. 

	 In other words, cities and states have been com-
peting for a shrunken number of economic devel-
opment projects for many years, and it could be 
many more years before deal flow recovers to levels 
seen in the 1990s. 

	 Consistent with this picture, as the U.S. econ-
omy continues to recover slowly from the Great 
Recession of 2007-2009, many states are suffer-

the future of economic 
development subsidies 
By Greg LeRoy 

More Transparent, Location-Efficient, and Risk-Averse
Public officials are under relentless pressure to create and retain jobs because the number of deals for which states 
and cities can compete has been depressed since well before the Great Recession.  But with high demand and short 
supply, a small number of very costly “megadeals” are receiving enormous but risky subsidies.  This article argues 
for three alternative strategies to make more effective use of incentives. Transparency enables diverse stakehold-
ers to participate more meaningfully in debates over spending priorities. Location efficiency better aligns jobs with 
transit investments and promotes economic opportunity. And investing in small companies and strategic clusters 
reduces taxpayer risks and strengthens public institutions that benefit many employers. 

Greg LeRoy directs 
Good Jobs First, a 
non-profit, non-partisan 
group promoting ac-
countability in economic 
development and smart 
growth for working 
families. He began work-
ing on incentives in the 
late 1970s.(goodjobs@
goodjobsfirst.org)
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New strategies are also critical because there 
are fewer deals for which states and cities can 
compete. In a polarizing trend, a tiny share of 
deals is growing much more costly, hogging 
precious resources that would be better spent 
benefiting many small and targeted employers.

(Conway Data, Inc. is a global provider of business data and services, 
including Site Selection magazine, for which these annual tallies are 
created.) 

Figure 1
New U.S. Facilities and Expansions 1996 - 2011  

as Tracked by Conway Data, Inc.
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ing persistently high unemployment rates. This prompts 
public officials to be more aggressive than usual in pro-
moting job creation, creating pressure to spend more on 
attraction deals, and making officials more sensitive to 
relocation threats. 

	 A simple supply and demand analysis suggests more 
anxious politicians chasing a shrunken number of deals, 
thereby driving more costly “megadeals.”

MEGADEALS MIRROR RISING INEQUALITY
	 In a trend that resembles growing income polariza-
tion in the United States, the number and cost of the 
very largest economic development “megadeals” (those 
incentive deals valued at $75 million or more) have risen 
substantially since the 1980s. As the accompanying chart 
details, the trend accelerated in every decade, and start-
ing in 2008, the average number of megadeals per year 
doubled (compared to the previous decade) to about 20 
per year (see Figure 2). 

	 In dollar terms, the up-trend is also sharp. The total 
annual cost of megadeals remained well below $1 bil-
lion until 1991. Since 2002, the total has been over $2 
billion every year, with a high of $8.3 billion in 2007. 
Since 2009, their costs have averaged about $5 billion 
annually. This pace continued in the first half of 2013 
(see Figure 3) and in November 2013, the Washington 
legislature voted an $8.7 billion tax-break package for 
Boeing and its suppliers (if it plays out, it would be the 
biggest megadeal in U.S. history).

	 But as a share of all deals, these 20 megadeals 
a year out of more than 5,000 deals overall repre-
sent less than 0.4 percent of recipients – akin to 
the CEO-income strata of personal income. This 
high-end concentration of subsidy awards sug-
gests that those large corporations with the ability 
to invest have become more aggressive and so-
phisticated in exploiting the depressed deal flow 
to extract ever-larger subsidies. Like the growing 
income inequality that is undermining middle-
class institutions, this megadeals trend is unwise 
and unsustainable.

TRANSPARENCY: THE CORNERSTONE 
REFORM 
	 No matter what one’s concerns are about 
economic development spending, everyone 
needs disclosure: company-specific, deal-
specific reporting online of the amount and 
source of funds, the project site street address, 
the commitments agreed to by the recipient, 
and the actual benefits – or shortfalls – over 
time such as job creation, wages and/or capital  
investment. 

	 Public information on where the money 
is going, how much, and what it is producing 
is the most fundamental cornerstone reform. 
That is true if you are a local businessperson 
concerned about megadeals and fairness to 

small firms, a budget watchdog keen on government ef-
ficiency, a transit or planning nerd advocating for smarter 
land use, a public official who fears his or her district is 
getting shortchanged, or a journalist looking at the rela-
tionship between subsidy awards and political campaign 
contributions. 

	 On this front, there is a great deal of good news. Six 
years ago, only 23 states had any form of online subsidy 
disclosure. That is, only 23 states disclosed online for 
at least one program any company-specific data. Today,  
45 states and the District of Columbia disclose online; 
only Alaska, Arkansas, Delaware, Kansas, and Idaho do 
not. The top-rated state transparency websites in the 
most recent ratings were in Illinois, Wisconsin, and North  
Carolina. 

	 At the local government level, the overall rate of disclo-
sure is lower: among big-city and big-county programs, 
only one third are disclosed online. But there are some 
outstanding performers, such as: Austin, Texas (Econom-
ic Development Grants/Chapter 380 Incentives); Chica-
go (Tax Increment Financing districts); Memphis/Shelby 
County (Payments in Lieu of Taxes); and New York City 
(Industrial Incentive program).

	 Just because state or local data are not online does not 
mean that they are unavailable. Most development agen-
cies have spreadsheets with data on at least the deals as 
they were originally awarded, even if outcome data are 

Figure 2
      Number of Megadeals per year

Source: Good Jobs First, Megadeals, May 2013. 
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Figure 3
Total dollar value of Megadeals per year
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less often tracked. As well, some states consider income 
tax-based credits as confidential (though many others do 
not). Good Jobs First’s Subsidy Tracker, which captures 
all such data that are published online, also solicits data 
using Freedom of Information Act requests and other 
procedures. To date, it has about 250,000 entries from 
470 programs in all 50 states and DC. Public officials are 
among its biggest users, according to a self-reporting user 
survey. 

	 There is no evidence from any quarter that sunshine 
on development spending harms the “business climate” 
of a state or locality. Indeed, history suggests that pre-
venting or reducing sunshine on economic development 
spending enables abuse, or at least the hiding of job-cre-
ation shortfalls, which in turn can weaken programs, or 
even generate calls for defunding. Recent examples of this 
problem are evident in three states – Indiana, Wisconsin, 
and Ohio – where the privatization of development agen-
cies has resulted in less transparency, and where perfor-
mance audits or investigative journalists have found big 
hidden problems, including discrepancies between offi-
cial claims of job creation and actual results. 

	 With rising public expectations about government 
transparency, as evidenced by the non-partisan “Google 
government” movement, economic development spend-
ing is hardly immune. Public officials may also welcome 
competing businesses looking up each other’s incentives 
as both an oversight and fairness safeguard. 

LOCATION EFFICIENCY: ALIGNING SUBSIDIES 
WITH LAND USE PLANNING
	 Smart growth lost some of its luster as an issue dur-
ing the Great Recession; governors and mayors said in so 
many words: we don’t care where the jobs go as long as 
we get some. But its long-term wisdom endures: align-
ing the location of jobs with land-use objectives such as 
transportation choices makes more efficient use of infra-
structure investments, strengthens the tax base, reduces 
air pollution, and reduces poverty by creating economic 
opportunity for workers who do not own cars. 

	 Unfortunately, all but a few economic development 
subsidy programs – including those that are enabled un-
der state law and administered locally – are geographi-

cally agnostic. A small subset has targeting criteria that 
may have the de facto effect of placing jobs in location-
efficient places, but there is precious little history of states 
intentionally aligning development incentives with land 
use planning. In fact, there is more history of two kinds 
of programs – enterprise zones and tax increment financ-
ing (TIF) districts – being deregulated in ways that reduce 
their benefit to inner cities and inner-ring suburbs. Two of 
the most troubling examples are New York’s Empire Zones 
program (with its non-contiguous gerrymandering) and 
Virginia’s TIF program (where a district may be started 
wherever it “will create commerce and prosperity”).  

	 Indeed, research indicates that economic development 
subsidies are not just geographically agnostic but actu-
ally pro-sprawl and anti-urban. Six studies by Good Jobs 
First mapping 5,000 company-specific subsidy deals in 
12 metro areas in five states (Illinois, Michigan, Minneso-
ta, New York, and Ohio) have repeatedly found the deals’ 
geographic distributions to be pro-sprawl. That is, the 
deals shortchange central cities and inner-ring suburbs, 
areas hardest hit by plant closings, communities with the 
most impoverished tax base, workplaces accessible via 
public transit, and communities of color.

	 Two states, Ohio and Minnesota, have disclosure data 
that track intra-state relocations, enabling the analysis 
of about 250 companies that merely relocated within a 
given metro area. In the Twin Cities, Cleveland, and Cin-
cinnati metro areas, these relocations were decidedly pro-
sprawl.  

	 Four states have attempted modest steps toward bet-
ter aligning economic development subsidies with pub-
lic transportation and smart land-use planning. None of 
them stands out yet as an exemplary model, but three 
states’ innovations bear noting.

	 Illinois’ Business Location Efficiency Incentive Act 
gives a 10 percent higher corporate income tax credit un-
der a common state incentive (the Economic Develop-
ment in a Growing Economy, or EDGE program) for deals 
in which the job site is accessible by public transporta-
tion and/or proximate to affordable workforce housing. 

	 The Act generously defines transit access as regular 
service within a mile of the worksite plus pedestrian ac-
cess to the transit stop. Housing affordability is pegged 
to 35 percent of the median salary of the workforce (ex-
cluding the highest-paid 10 percent of the employees), 
located within three miles of the job site. Projects that do 
not initially qualify can qualify later with a site remedia-
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tion plan using measures such as an employer-assisted 
housing plan, shuttle services, pre-tax transit cards, and 
carpooling assistance.

	 Despite having been enacted in 2006, the location ef-
ficiency bonus has been utilized remarkably few times. 
This reflects the Illinois Department of Commerce and 
Economic Opportunity’s apparent disinterest in promot-
ing its use. A DCEO report issued in December 2010 list-
ed just 13 total location-efficient recipients.  Even though 
seven of these 13 awards were issued in the Chicago 
metropolitan area, the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for 
Planning was unaware that a single use had occurred.

	 The California Infrastructure and Economic Devel-
opment Bank applies land use and other efficiency and 
equity-targeting standards to its Infrastructure State Re-
volving Fund Program. Its 200-point application scoring 
system gives preference to projects that:

•	 Serve environmental and 
housing goals by being located 
in or adjacent to already de-
veloped areas, protecting the 
environment in any of several 
ways, and being located in a 
jurisdiction with an approved 
General Plan Housing Element 
(up to 40 points);

•	 Are “located in or adjacent to 
and directly affecting, areas 
with high unemployment 
rates, low median family 
income, declining or slow 
growth in labor force employ-
ment, and high poverty rates”(up to 55 points); 

•	 Improve the quality of life by contributing to benefits 
such as public safety, healthcare, education, day 
care, greater use of public transit, or downtown 
revitalization(up to 30 points); 

•	 Are most cost-effective in job creation or retention 
(ranging from 30 points for less than $35,000 per 
job to 0 points for more than $65,000 per job); and

•	H ave “established relationship with local employ-
ment and training entities… to link local job seekers 
with employment opportunities” (up to 10 points).

	 Other criteria that can generate points include: the 
local poverty rate; whether the deal involves “Economic 
Base Employers” (that generate income coming from out-
side the area); the ratio of private dollars being leveraged 
per dollar of public investment; and project readiness. 

	 Maryland’s Smart Growth Act is part of a package of 
laws aimed at revitalizing older communities and making 
more efficient use of state funds for infrastructure and 
economic development.  The Act restricts state spending 
for infrastructure and services to existing communities 
and other areas targeted for growth known as Priority 
Funding Areas (PFAs are essentially places that already 
have infrastructure or are designated to receive it). The 
law does not prohibit development outside PFAs; that 
decision remains the prerogative of local governments. 
Rather, under the Smart Growth law, certain state funds 

for economic development are prohibited for projects 
outside the PFAs. The intent is to encourage develop-
ment inside PFAs by making such projects eligible for 
subsidies. 

	 There are no formal evaluations of the land-use im-
pact of the Illinois, California or Maryland acts, although 
one study suggested a positive impact on certain white-
collar job classifications in Maryland. 

	 The other state experiment that must be cited here was 
New Jersey’s Urban Hub Tax Credit Program, which 
was discontinued in September 2013 as part of a broad 
overhaul of that state’s major incentive programs. Tragi-
cally, the Urban Hub Tax Credit Program was so loosely 
constructed, and it was deregulated so quickly and so 
thoroughly, that it became a poster child for government 
waste. While it was never actually intended to function 
as a new-job creation incentive, its singular focus on 

providing incentives to businesses 
making large investments acces-
sible by transit is noteworthy.  Un-
fortunately, a lack of safeguards in 
the original legislation, excessive 
awarding practices, and significant 
legislative weakening of Hub eli-
gibility rules badly perverted the 
program.

	 Enacted with bipartisan sup-
port, the Hub credit was originally 
intended to bring capital invest-
ment into depressed urban areas 
around transit terminal stations, 
limited to Camden, East Orange, 

Elizabeth, Hoboken, Jersey City, Newark, New Bruns-
wick, Paterson, and Trenton.  Projects had to build with-
in a half-mile of a transit hub and employ at least 250 
people. 

	 The subsidy was exceptionally generous: under the 
commercial section of the program, corporate income 
credits could be issued worth up to 100 percent of quali-
fied capital investments. The credits were also transfer-
able; that is, recipient companies could sell them to other 
companies. But starting in 2009, the Hub program was 
repeatedly amended: geographic eligibility was expanded 
to locations served by freight rail (not passenger rail); the 
capital investment threshold was lowered; and a 20 per-
cent low- and moderate-income housing set-aside was 
eliminated.

	 The program also became very controversial for nine-
figure packages given to companies moving within the 
state: $250.8 million to Prudential Financial, Inc. for 
moving just a few blocks within Newark and $102 mil-
lion to Panasonic North America to leave Secaucus for 
other New Jersey locations.  

	 The admittedly modest location-efficiency results in 
these four states are not an argument against the con-
cept. Rather they reflect the longstanding “siloization” 
of state programs in different cabinet agencies, so that 
economic development subsidies can sometimes play out 
at odds with planning objectives. With some governors 
convening coordinated sub-groups of cabinet secretaries 
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to better coordinate state resources, some progress may 
be occurring outside of statutory frameworks. The other 
long-term trend here is the growing share of transit fund-
ing that comes from state and local sources: as they take 
greater ownership of public transportation, states and 
cities will hopefully leverage their economic develop-
ment resources to maximize the utilization of their transit 
investments. 

FEWER EGGS IN MORE BASKETS: REDUCING 
RISK
	 A recurring criticism of job subsidies is that they are 
dominated by large companies that have the greatest 
resources to employ site location consultants, lawyers, 
and accountants and which also have the most capital 
to move and therefore have the greatest ability to play 
places against each other to demand the largest packages. 
When large, high-profile deals fail (e.g., Dell in North 
Carolina, 38 Studios in Rhode Island, or A123 in Michi-
gan), this criticism becomes louder. 

	 The policy solution is to avoid putting “eggs” valued at 
eight or nine figures in a handful of “baskets.” Two other 
economic trends are also causing policymakers to reduce 
their levels of risk in individual deals. First is economic 
volatility or churn: the rate of corporate mergers, acquisi-
tions, and technology-driven births and deaths has greatly 
accelerated and shows no sign of abating. Giving a long-
term loan or property tax abatement to a company that 
may not be there in five years is risky. Second is the long-
observed finding that small businesses create most new 
jobs; there are data and definition debates here, but start-
ups and small-business expansions absolutely matter. 

	 The policy takeaways are clear: taxpayer investments 
are safest and most cost-effective when they benefit clus-
ters of strategically chosen businesses, especially small 

businesses with growth potential. That means intention-
ally targeting sectors in which a state or region has a com-
parative advantage (or a reasonable chance of achieving 
an advantage). It means prioritizing forms of technical 
assistance that benefit multiple employers, and that in 
turn, often means a focus not on company-specific deals 
but rather on improving public institutions that provide 
aid such as technology adoption, export assistance, or as-
sociate degree-level training. 

	 Despite this strong empirical case for a reallocation 
of resources, unpublished research led by small-business 
advocate and author Michael Shuman found that the 
share of deals and dollars going from state subsidy pro-
grams to locally owned businesses in 15 states is very 
small, sometimes in single-digit percentages.

CONCLUSION: ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
AMIDST AUSTERITY
	 Guiding all of these considerations is budget austerity. 
Federal spending on non-entitlement programs, includ-
ing economic development, is certainly going to shrink 
for the foreseeable future. Many states have yet to regain 
their pre-Great Recession revenue levels, and state law-
makers are chastened by the painful decisions they had 
to make across many program lines. Local governments 
suffered state aid cutbacks and the loss of property tax 
revenues driven by the mortgage foreclosure crisis and 
declining property values. 

	 That all means that economic developers will need to 
do more with less; that every expenditure needs to gener-
ate as much impact as possible; that synergy with plan-
ning, transit and infrastructure matters more than ever; 
and that public scrutiny will grow. Transparency, location 
efficiency, and risk aversion will be the developer’s best 
friends.  
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conomic development within a lo-
cal food economy is a lot like grow-
ing your first asparagus. Once you plant 

the first seed, it will take three or four years to 
see the first harvest but, once established, it can 
be sustained for at least 20 years, if not longer.  
Over the past 20 years, the Appalachian Cen-
ter for Economic Networks (ACEnet) has been 
involved with rebuilding the local food economy 
in and around Athens, Ohio, with some measure 
of success. 

	 ACEnet, a non-profit com-
munity-based economic devel-
opment organization, was in-
corporated in 1985 by a small 
group of community mem-
bers committed to building a 
healthy regional economy in 
southeastern Ohio through the 
growth of locally owned busi-
nesses, especially those operat-
ed by lower income residents. 
The organization uses a variety 
of strategies to work towards its 
mission of building the capaci-
ty of Appalachian communities 
to network, work together, and 
innovate to create a dynamic, 
sustainable regional economy 
with opportunities for all. Staff 
carries out this mission by part-
nering with other practitioners 
in the area to assist low-income residents in starting 
businesses and obtaining quality jobs. This mission 
was furthered in 1991 when ACEnet established a 
small business incubator that offered below-market-
rate office space and shared services. 

	 ACEnet is best known for training and techni-
cal assistance to microenterprises aggregated in the 
food, agriculture, art, retail, technology and manu-
facturing sectors. Its comprehensive programs for 
markets, capital, and business incubation enable 
entrepreneurs to collaborate on regional brands 
and joint marketing campaigns, access new capital 
products, and utilize shared facilities and technol-
ogy infrastructure. The organization operates five 
business incubator facilities in Athens and Nelson-
ville, Ohio, and microenterprises constitute the ma-
jority of the tenants. ACEnet has approximately 111 

tenants in the Food Ventures 
Center, the shared-use kitchen 
incubator, and another 22 in 
the mixed-use facilities operat-
ing in art, wellness, retail, and 
manufacturing sectors. 

	 Along with the tenants of 
the Food Ventures Center, the 
Food Ventures program works 
with an additional 100+ food 
businesses on an annual ba-
sis and assists at least 35 new 
food startups each year. The 
annual economic impact on 
the local food economy nears 
$8 million, and the jobs im-
pact continues to be in the 
hundreds of new and retained 
jobs each year.  The program 
has also graduated numerous 
businesses into the local and 
regional economy, including 

restaurants, small-scale food processing facilities, 
bakeries, retail outlets, and support services. 

	 With the 20-year history, ACEnet knows that 
rebuilding the local and regional food economy 
can be a big part of growing the overall economy, 

rebuilding the local 
food system
By Larry Fisher

A Local and Regional Economic Development Strategy
The Appalachian Center for Economic Networks (ACEnet) has, since 1985, been involved with rebuilding the 
local and regional economy in and around Athens, Ohio. One of the strongest sectors has been working with local 
food businesses through the Food Ventures program and the shared-use kitchen incubator. The program engages 
startup businesses, as well as seasoned entrepreneurs, from the local community and throughout Ohio and neigh-
boring states. After more than 20 years in the sector, the shared-use kitchen generates over $8 million each year 
in local food products. ACEnet has identified several key components for ensuring success in food related business 
incubation. These factors include providing effective training and technical assistance, planning and developing 
business incubation infrastructure, assisting clients in accessing capital, and building capacity. 
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and the work becomes an engine that creates sustainable  
development projects and provides opportunities for  
entrepreneurs. 

	 While there are many strategies necessary to rebuild 
the local food economy, ACEnet has identified four that 
should be at the core of this work: Training and Tech-
nical Assistance, Business Incubation and Infrastructure 
Development, Access to Capital Services, and Capacity 
Building.  

Training and Technical Assistance
	 Training and technical assistance becomes very im-
portant when working with new startups and expanding 
businesses within the food economy. Each entrepreneur 
can offer a unique challenge in this support area. For this 
reason, ACEnet has hired and trained staff to deal with 
the specifics of the food industry and created a network 
to provide general business support services to their 
business clients. By having a strong supporting network, 
including Small Business Development Centers, private 
individuals, and professional service providers, ACEnet 
has been able to expand the training and technical as-
sistance offerings without adding additional staff and in-
creasing expenses.

	 ACEnet uses a variety of techniques for providing 
training and technical assistance, including one-on-one 
and group sessions that center around five assistance ar-
eas: business development, marketing and distribution, 
product development and production, access to capital, 
and workforce development. Efforts to disseminate more 
startup information have included providing a series of 
six very successful training workshops for food entrepre-
neurs. This series includes sections on Product Develop-
ment, Marketing and Distribution, and Food Processing 
Regulations.  

	 Since food processing is highly regulated, ACEnet 
staff has gained considerable expertise in food science 
matters such as product formulation, labeling regula-
tions, and food safety Hazardous Analysis and Critical 
Control Point plans. This food science is essential in or-
der for food businesses to move into regional and na-
tional markets. Should an entrepreneur’s need for food 
science and technical assistance exceed ACEnet’s capac-
ity, staff has developed a referral relationship with two 

university food science departments, Cornell University 
and The Ohio State University, and outside laboratories 
for independent food testing.

	 ACEnet has found that Short Targeted Trainings 
(STT), seminars ranging from one to three hours, pro-
vide the best model for communicating on specific busi-
ness topics and some targeting specific industry issues 
as needed. These STT are offered as a direct result of 
issues raised by the business clients, and over the past 
five years, they have constituted a majority of the train-
ings. Most of the trainings center on marketing aspects 
for small food businesses, including access to markets 
and market readiness, along with training on finance and 
access to capital.

Business Incubation and Infrastructure 
Development
	 ACEnet manages approximately 120,000 sq ft of busi-
ness incubation properties that range from offices of 100 
sq ft, to warehouse spaces in excess of 30,000 sq ft.  It 
is within this business incubator program that the Food 
Ventures Shared Use Kitchen operates. In the beginning 
of the Food Ventures program, it was established that the 
area lacked the necessary infrastructure to provide the 
equipment that entrepreneurs needed to start their food 
businesses. 

	 The next step was to raise the required capital to 
purchase an additional building and then renovate and 
equip this space for food production. The project found 

	 Failure to Launch is more than just a 2006 romantic comedy; it is a reality in some local food projects. There are numer-
ous reasons that this can happen within a community: lack of adequate funding, lack of a food culture, or lack of sufficient 
planning. In one rural Pennsylvania project, the planning pointed toward recreating an urban catering kitchen model that 
could support up to 20 catering businesses. But there was one main problem, there was not an overwhelming need for 20 
caterers in a rural setting, and the largest urban center was just over an hour away. The project was further complicated by 
the fact that the closest business neighbor to the planned facility was the largest catering business in the region.  

	 With the facility ready to launch and  starting to plan the grand opening event, it became apparent that they had not 
taken any steps towards getting the first local or state license to handle catering or local food production. With the proj-
ect’s failed launch, ACEnet was hired as a consultant to address the issues of facility usage and focus, facility operations, 
and an operational timeline for licensing. After several months of refocused planning and implementation, along with a 
broader approach to potential clients, the shared-use kitchen was ready to open the doors for the first round of clients.  
Today, the project is in its sixth year of operation and is continuing to support the local food economy of this rural com-
munity and the region around it.

Multiple clients using ACEnet’s main kitchen.
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support from a local banking partner, several local busi-
nesses, the U. S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), and 
the Economic Development Administration (EDA). Sup-
port also came from several partners in state and local 
government, including the state Department of Agricul-
ture and county resources from block grants. 

	 Based on experience and through working with proj-
ects across the U. S., ACEnet has identified several keys 
to working with infrastructure issues: projects should be 
incorporated into a larger existing project, projects do 
not fit into a “one-size fits all” mentality, and projects 
need a strategic model for positive cash flow. 

	 After working with more than 20 shared-use kitchen 
facilities, a trend has developed that shows successful 
shared-use kitchen incubators are housed within larger 
projects, such as Small Business Development Centers, 
universities, community colleges, and community devel-
opment organizations. These types of organizations can 
provide cost-sharing facilities management and admin-
istrative staffing services that lower startup and ongo-
ing operational expenses. There are a few stand alone 
facilities, but most of these operate with some unique 
mission or program which provides additional streams 
of revenue.

	 Another pitfall in establishing a new kitchen project  
is trying to replicate another project that may not fit 
within the specific local food economy. Models are dif-
ferent in urban and rural areas, in areas with a strong 
agricultural history, and in areas with a strong local food 
culture. This means that all new projects require a seri-
ous time investment to identify potential businesses and 
products through surveying techniques and personal in-
terviews with existing food businesses and rising food 
entrepreneurs. 

	 Finally, these models all take time to reach a break 
even budget, and time is something that seems to press 
in on all projects in economic development. All projects 
need to develop a realistic financial plan that includes a 
minimum three to five-year forecast and a further look 
out to additional years to find the break even operational 
picture. Because of the demand of funding partners and 
the pressures for immediate success, many facilities cre-
ate forecasts that point to a premature break even point 
scheduled to occur within the first three to four years. 

This has not been the norm in the industry for shared-
use kitchen incubators and supporting infrastructure, 
and serious consideration needs to be given to this being 
a part of a longer-term economic development strategy 
for rebuilding the local food system.

Access to Capital Services
	 Every business startup or expansion needs to have 
some access to capital, and those in the local food econ-
omy are no different. There are needs for equipment, 
working capital, product development, and target mar-
keting, to name just a few. There are also needs based 
upon a current economic environment and the credit is-
sues faced by some entrepreneurs. Add on top of this the 
fact that many food businesses have a very short shelf-life 
and the final recipe is one of financial distress. 

	 The health and sustainability of locally owned and 
operated restaurants that support our rural economy are 
of special interest to the work at ACEnet. The Restau-
rant Broker’s study, which separates out chain restaurants 
from independent local restaurants, concluded that up 
to 90 percent of independent establishments close dur-
ing the first year, and the remaining restaurants will have 
an average five-year life span. Other studies verify these 
findings, as they also point to the large number of restau-
rants that close within their first five years of business. 
This type of business history within a food economy 
makes access to capital extremely challenging. 

	 ACEnet has taken on this challenge with their food 
entrepreneurs by providing financial planning training, 
working with local traditional and non-traditional lend-
ing partners, and by creating a separate loan fund to as-
sist with small working capital loans, equipment loans, 
or shared-lending to decrease the risks of lending part-
ners. The development of non-traditional lending part-
ners has been a very successful part of ACEnet’s access to 
capital strategy and has included work with angel inves-
tors, crowd funding, small targeted grant programs, and 
microenterprise lenders. 

Another pitfall in establishing a new kitchen project 
is trying to replicate another project that may not fit 
within the specific local food economy. Models are 
different in urban and rural areas, in areas with a 
strong agricultural history, and in areas with a strong 
local food culture. This means that all new projects 
require a serious time investment to identify potential 
businesses and products through surveying  
techniques and personal interviews with existing 
food businesses and rising food entrepreneurs.

The Village Bakery – graduate of ACEnet’s Food Incubator.
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	 The organization has also found that the various gov-
ernment revolving loan funds can be strong partners in 
working with other lenders or in providing capital for 
equipment needs. These funds include local foundation 
funds and block grant funds that are managed by county 
or city governments.

	 Other resources for capital in many regions can in-
clude USDA programs, the various SBA lenders who 
have programs with loan guarantees, and the Commu-
nity Development Financial Institutions (CDFI) housed 
under the U.S. Treasury Department. An example of this 
type of lending can be found in RSF Social Finance, an 
organization that has focused on developing innovative 
social finance vehicles that help serve unmet needs for 
investors, donors, and social enterprises. 

Capacity Building
	 In order for there to be a successful effort to rebuild 
any local food economy, a community or region must 
increase the capacity of its market and its entrepreneurs. 
ACEnet has primarily focused on three interventions: 
product innovation, access to markets initiatives, and 
collaborative branding. In one visit to a larger grocery 
store, it does not take long to see that the local food 
economy is full of competitive food products that try to 
appeal to the consumer while struggling for shelf space 
and facing the constant pressure to lower prices.  

	 For a local food economy to thrive, there has to be 
an organized effort to develop new products that can 
meet the food needs of the local consumer. This can be 
done by focusing on foods that may be unique to the re-
gional culture, by incorporating local ingredients, and by  
developing products that do not require all the additives 
that are typically found in most mass-produced food 
products.  

	 Product innovation also involves fresh, new packag-
ing ideas, and creative new flavor combinations, such 
as those found in a line of wine-based products at Vino 
de Milo, an artisan wine-based specialty foods company 
that began at the ACEnet food incubator in 2003. Vino 
de Milo began with three pasta sauces that ACEnet mar-
keted locally and regionally in Ohio. Now, 10 years later, 
they have a creative list of over 30 products which sell 

throughout the U. S., and they have featured their prod-
ucts in six different countries. 

	 The Vino de Milo experience highlights the need for 
access to markets as a means of growing the local food 
economy. The first step is to grow the local and regional 
markets that will make accommodations for local food 
products. ACEnet developed a strong partnership with 
the local Kroger grocery store and several of the locally 
owned grocery and convenience 
stores in the community. This pro-
vided a great launching pad for 
those entrepreneurs who wanted 
to grow their businesses.  But each 
market, whether rural or urban, 
has a limited capacity for upward 
growth. Once this limit is reached, 
it then becomes necessary to move 
beyond local or regional borders 
into a multi-state, national or even 
international marketplace. 

	 ACEnet has long been engaged 
in creating partnerships with other 
rural and urban markets to expand 
the reach of the local food econ-
omy. This has been done through 
building key relationships with specific retailers that en-
courage local, fresh, and healthy foods and with distribu-
tion networks that focus on consumers who are looking 
for these same types of foods. 

	 Another step that became important was accessing 
the specialty food shows held throughout the United 
States, where small food entrepreneurs could meet larger 
grocery markets and national and international distribu-
tors who would promote their products to international 
markets. ACEnet began this process by purchasing booth 
space at several shows over a two-year period and invit-
ing the larger clients to attend these events and showcase 
their products. Today, several clients attend these shows 

	 ACEnet has been innovative in creating a variety of 
marketing programs to help increase the visibility of local 
food products, retailers, and restaurants in the region. 
Building upon the success of the Food We Love™ market-
ing program, ACEnet launched the Athens 30 Mile Meal™ 
brand in 2010, in partnership with the Athens County 
Convention and Visitors Bureau, and now has over 150 
food and farm branding partners. With the program’s 
success, ACEnet was encouraged to license this prod-
uct to share with other communities in the region and 
around the country, and they are currently working in two 
additional Ohio communities and one in West Virginia. 

	 At the 2013 Ohio Economic Development Associa-
tion (OEDA) Annual Summit, OEDA presented ACEnet 
as a finalist for the Excellence in Economic Develop-
ment Marketing award for their role in launching and 
promoting the Athens 30 Mile Meal™ brand. This award 
recognizes successful marketing campaigns by individuals 
and organizations in Ohio in the areas of economic and 
workforce development.

Local food producers at the year-round Athens Farmers Market.

Vino de Milo’s salad dressings were recognized 
in 2012 as the healthiest in America by 
Nutrition Action magazine. The dressings are 
manufactured by Milo’s at ACEnet, and are 
carried on store shelves across the country, as 
well as in several other countries around the 
world. Milo’s was recognized in 2010 with an 
Ohio Governor’s Award for Exporting.
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on their own or partner with various state agencies who 
want to showcase Ohio products to the nation and to the 
world.

	 As the amount of local food products began to expand 
in the local and regional markets, it became necessary 
to think about how to brand the products together in 
some fashion that would move consumers and markets 
to try other locally made food products. After extensive 
research and planning, ACEnet launched the Food We 
Love™ branding campaign in 2001, with seven local food 
businesses. The branding program featured images of 
the entrepreneurs with their products and started with 
a joint advertising program with local stores; eventually, 
ACEnet began creating display stands and later gained 
access to sections on the shelves within local stores.  Af-
ter 12 years of joint branding, more than 47 businesses 
participate with the scope of Food We Love™, representing 
more than 250 products. 

	 The  branding campaign’s success and the increased 
consumer access to local foods have led ACEnet to a re-
cent innovation in branding the local food economy, a 
new branding program called the 30 Mile Meal™. This 
campaign provides a shared identity for our many farm-
ers, specialty food producers, retail markets, food events, 
and independently-owned eateries and bars which fea-
ture locally sourced menus. 

	 The 30 Mile Meal™ brand created collaboration be-
tween ACEnet, the Athens County Convention and Visi-
tors Bureau, and more than 150 local food partners. This 
30 Mile initiative pushes the envelope on the growing 
100 Mile Meal movement creating our own “super-lo-
cal” effort to assist visitors and residents in finding local 
foods and places where a consumer can savor the flavors 
and food experiences of the region. 

Twenty Years Later
	 After 20 years of working to rebuild a local food sys-
tem, success can easily be seen and tasted. Over the life 
of  ACEnet’s Food Ventures program, they have experi-
enced many “graduations” of clients and have some cli-

ents who are still using the incubator after 15 years of 
production. 

	 Today, the local and regional food economy supports 
six bakeries, more than 35 locally and family owned res-
taurants (many feature local foods and participate in the 
30 Mile Meal™), a beautiful winery, a distiller, a brewery, 
a mill, and a dairy that produces local milk and yogurts.  
There are also new entrepreneurial startups that include 
retail outlets for local and Ohio products, and several 
graphic artists, and other components of the supply 
chain. 

	 There has also been great progress in the growth of 
local and regional food processors and in the number of 
innovative, local products available to consumers. Lo-
cal food products from more than 80 processors can be 
found throughout the local communities, the state, and 
even the nation. 

Challenges
	 While ACEnet admits that there are many challenges 
to the economic development efforts involved in rebuild-
ing a local and regional food economy, there are a few 
that each new project must consider. First, this economic 
development strategy is about creating a long-term sys-
temic change in the economy. It involves changing the 
purchasing habits of consumers to generate demand, 
rebuilding the capacity of the system through new infra-
structure and branding to increase supply, and filling in 
the gaps within the supply chain to support the growing 
market. 

	 Second, any program or shared-use kitchen facility 
needs to be supported within some existing project, such 
as a university or community development program, 
that can help support the development during the first 
six to ten years of operations. Shared services and a busi-
ness support network are critical to keeping costs at a 
level that can be supported with some operational grant 
support. 

	 Finally, an economic development project focused on 
rebuilding the local food economy must engage in ex-
tensive planning so as to identify the gaps in the supply 

	 During the current economic downturn, many local restaurants 
have struggled to remain in business and in our local region, and 
ACEnet is often there to help. Kiser’s BBQ Shack, a family owned 
and operated restaurant committed to authentic low and slow pit-
smoked barbeque, was looking for a way to strengthen their bot-
tom line and to look into expansion. Their first step was to partner 
with other local food producers and join the Food We Love™ brand 
and the 30 Mile Meal™ program. Kiser’s also turned to the Food 
Ventures Center to develop and produce a line of bottled barbecue 
sauces and spice rubs that could enhance sales and increase mar-
keting exposure through local stores. 

	 Have these steps helped them through the downturn?  Kiser’s 
BBQ  now has two locations, they have added five additional em-
ployees, and the owner’s parents have relocated from Chicago to 
Athens to help with the growing food processing business. Kiser’s 
also has four flavors of sauce and three spice rubs out in the com-
munity that help build their brand and expand their customer base.

Food We Love™ display at the local Kroger store.
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chain, identify potential retail and distribution partners, 
and identify the food entrepreneurs that are waiting for 
the right infrastructure to help them grow, or start their 
new businesses. 

Lessons Learned
	 In reflecting back on the evolving 
process of rebuilding the local food 
economy, ACEnet has learned some 
very valuable lessons that they always 
share with new or potential partici-
pants who come to visit their location.

	 Don’t start too small – ACEnet 
started as a “community kitchen” and 
would work with anyone who wanted 
to rent the space, even if they did not 
want to create a product for market. 
The facility also lacked warehouse and 
cold storage units that really limited 
the ability to grow companies to serve 
a larger retail market. A project should 
be sized to support the mission and 
the long-term vision of the local food 
economy.  New projects generally get 
one round of funding support for in-
frastructure, so get all that you can and be careful not to 
choose a facility that will limit the growth and potential 
of your clients. 

	 Don’t fall into the social enterprise trap – Many new 
projects look to fill the gaps of a supply chain with some 
form of social enterprise.  Social enterprises are nonprofit 
businesses that create jobs as a way of addressing social 
or environmental problems. ACEnet used this strategy 

when there was little retail space for local products. To 
address the supply chain gap, they created their own 
storefront called the Marketplace. The space was a great 
spot to introduce new products to the local food econo-
my and build some demand, but it came at a great cost 
of program dollars and it could not be sustained.  If there 

is a real gap in the supply chain, there 
needs to be an effort to locate and en-
courage an entrepreneur to begin a new 
for-profit enterprise. The project may be 
able to help support the new business 
with assets, access to capital, or business 
coaching. 

	 Create a system of shared ownership with 
clients – At ACEnet there is a one-time 
fee to begin the process of working with 
their Food Ventures program. Once into 
the program, the income from clients is 
mostly generated through hourly rent-
als and storage fees. The clients have no 
real investment in the shared-use facil-
ity, the equipment, or the branding pro-
grams. As ACEnet staff members work 
as consultants with new projects, they 
are pushing the concept of creating co-

operatives or shared-ownership opportunities where cli-
ents will have a stake in the purchasing of equipment, 
insurance, and other shared services. By having local 
entrepreneurs investing in the programs and operations 
of a shared-use kitchen incubator, there will be a larger 
group of stakeholders whose aim is to not only have a 
successful business but also a successful economic devel-
opment project for their community and region.  

Food Ventures Center graduate Chams 
Lebanese Cuisine. Chams Ekelman now 
operates her own restaurant, employing 
six people.
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