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• Workforce development is economic development. This is a story about using workforce 
development as a driver of entrepreneurship development strategies, a way to give local 
entrepreneurs a competitive advantage. Washington is demonstrating that, especially in 
small rural communities, workforce development programs can catalyze economic 
development in ways beyond just training workers. 

• Recognize and tap into regional economic opportunities. In times of economic transition, 
Washington chose to build on its unique waterfront location and its shipping heritage to 
become part of a broader economic engine, the marine trades cluster in eastern North 
Carolina. Doing so allowed Washington to become a workforce development hub for this 
growing economic sector. The town was strategic in terms of evaluating what it could 
offer to the growing marine trades cluster and recognizing opportunities to set the town 
apart from other towns in the region.  

• Community philanthropy can build financial, human and social capital. While the WCCF 
primarily benefits the community through specific grants, a secondary benefit is the 
development of human and social capital. For example, the organizations and individuals 
who compete for funding learn grant writing skills and some business fundamentals. 
Randolph said applicants who were not successful in receiving funds were invited to read 
through winning proposals to learn what makes a grant application successful. Another 
intangible benefit is the growth in social capital, as volunteers support the WCCF by 
seeking donations and bequests to the fund through one-on-one conversations with peers. 

• The community foundation approach is a long-term strategy. Donors to the fund must 
maintain long-term expectations about the results of their contribution. Unlike traditional 
fundraising, where specific projects seek out funds, the community foundation creates a 
funding source first, before projects are even on the table. This requires that donors take a 
leap of faith over the end use of their financial contribution. This allows the community 
to be flexible in terms of where the funds are awarded. 

• In small communities, economic development includes quality of life 
enhancements.Webster County recognizes there are economic benefits to be had from 
supporting community development activities through the WCCF. Anderson explains that 
the WCCF works in concert with the activities of the Economic Development Agency. 
The intent of the fund is to improve the quality of life to the point that quality of life 
becomes a draw for future employers, who in turn will provide the jobs that allow today’s 
children to remain in the community.  



• Community colleges can be catalysts for economic revitalization. Supporting economic 
development is a central component of the mission of most community colleges in North 
Carolina, just as it is at South Piedmont. As partners or even leaders in local and regional 
economic development, these colleges can provide resources, infrastructure and 
knowledge base often lacking in small towns. 

• Rural residents are often an untapped source of financial capital. The per capita income 
for Anson County is $14,853, nearly $7,000 less than the national average. Yet SPCC and 
raised more than $700,000 from local contributors for the renovation of the West Knitting 
Mill. The lesson here is that small, rural communities should not be leery of looking to 
local residents as significant contributors to community projects. Moreover, by involving 
the community in the mill renovation process, SPCC fostered a sense of ownership of the 
building -- and its economic development outcomes -- by local residents. “Thousands of 
Anson County folks worked at this mill,” Sparger said. “Renovating it was about more 
than making it look nice. We were tying it back to the history and culture of our 
community.”  

• Broadband infrastructure is critical for economic growth. The long-term outcome of 
Tryon’s strategy is years and perhaps decades off, but the community’s intuition – that 
broadband infrastructure is a key ingredient to prosperity – is in line with evidence from 
elsewhere. Recent research by the U.S. Economic Development Administration (EDA) 
suggests that higher rates of economic growth occur in areas served by broadband versus 
a matched sample of areas that are not. (5) Broadband Internet is the new highway, and 
communities will be wise to plan ways to get their students, businesses and residents 
connected. 

• Rural communities can be leaders in connecting their residents to broadband 
Internet.Rural communities interested in updating telecommunications infrastructure face 
the challenge of an insufficient local market. In some cases, Internet providers argue that 
the local market is not large or profitable enough to provide high-speed Internet service. 
In response, many communities choose to wait for their market to grow and justify 
private investment. But by waiting, small town leaders are making a choice and likely 
passing on economic growth. Instead of waiting, Tryon created its own top-quality 
Internet network. In doing so, E-Polk Inc. and its president, Jeff Byrd, are proving that 
there is a market for high-speed Internet in small town America/ “Every day I have more 
and more businesses and residents calling me to say, ‘DSL is too slow. We need your 
service,’” Byrd said. 

• Find creative re-uses for vacant buildings. Textile mills offer unique features not 
commonly found in business incubators: abundant space. The Southeast is littered with 
large, historic mill buildings that are both assets and liabilities to small communities. In 
some cases, environmental factors are a roadblock to building reuse. In others, moderate 
revitalization investments can jumpstart a facility’s productivity. The STARworks Center 
illustrates how one small town used its mill to create new jobs. The Renfro Mill is 
187,000 square feet giving the project freedom to offer businesses and artisans substantial 
loft-type space. The availability of low-cost space ended up being a big draw for many of 
the businesses now located in the STARworks Center. 



• Surviving the economic transition requires a shift in local expectations regarding job 
creation. Most of Star’s economic legacy has been shaped by one business -- first the 
railroad, then the hosiery industry. The transition from a one-buffalo town to a 
community supported by a number of small businesses requires more than reshaping an 
economic development strategy; it requires shifting mindsets and community 
expectations. “A lot of the work we’re doing is getting small towns psychologically ready 
for these new small businesses,” Gottovi said. “These used to be towns with one large 
employer that held everyone together. Now it’s different.” Through citizen groups such 
as Star Central, the mindset is shifting. Residents are beginning to understand that these 
smaller businesses, which individually create far fewer jobs than a large branch plant, 
will form the economic backbone of their community. Realistic expectations among local 
residents help to make a business’s transition from the incubator to town more fluid. 
Perhaps even more important is that this shift in community mindset is creating the kind 
of community buy-in necessary for projects such as STARworks to succeed.  

• Innovative partnerships are critical to the success of entrepreneurship strategies. Spruce 
Pine’s approach to supporting local entrepreneurs requires that the Chamber of 
Commerce and the craft community work closely together for the first time, to ensure 
successful marketing and branding. More established local artists help provide skill 
development and support for newer craft artists. The local community college offers 
basic business and marketing skills geared to the crafts business. Finally, a group of 
business people, artists and local volunteers serve on the product review committee to 
designate product quality standards and select products for sale. 

• Support for entrepreneurship can have positive multiplier effects in a community. In 
addition to creating new jobs to meet the demand for products, Spruce Pine’s strategy has 
a multiplier effect on tourism and commerce, including sales by local artists not affiliated 
with the Home of the Perfect Christmas Tree project. Shirley Hise noted that when the 
retail store opened, business in the local café increased by 20 percent and traffic through 
local artist galleries increased. According to Hise, this exemplifies the project’s “positive 
impact on the whole community.”  

• Cluster-based development can provide a framework for competitiveness and 
collaboration among industries and communities. In a sense, the cluster-based approach 
to development allows communities to collaborate while they compete. Communities and 
industries within an emerging cluster must collaborate, but they must also maintain a 
posture of competitiveness with other similarly situated regions. Further, collaborating to 
compete for industries in an emerging sector brings critical mass to any community’s 
efforts, especially rural and low-wealth communities, where resources are limited and 
partners are critical. 

• Economic development strategies must be focused on building a 21st century 
economy.By large measure, public officials and other civic leaders in Alleghany County 
were willing to part with older concepts of labor-intensive manufacturing to embrace the 
example of the new, more technology-intensive textile manufacturer that moved into the 
region. By doing so, Don Adams (and others) made possible the development of the 
advanced material cluster idea -- recognizing that the region needed to build a workforce 



and infrastructure that would be attractive to 21st century manufacturers. This focus on 
the future helped the region move from trying to replace traditional industries to building 
a world-class cluster around the emerging growth sector of advanced materials. 
Embracing the concept of higher tech manufacturing also required a strong belief (some 
might suggest a leap of faith) that the region could build the workforce, infrastructure, 
supply chain and collaborative leadership that this cluster requires. 

• Building collaborative regional strategies requires a neutral, trusted facilitator. Asking 
local officials to set aside years of competing for jobs and businesses to embrace 
collaboration requires a trusted and neutral power broker. In this case, John Hauser of 
Wilkes Community College was viewed by all parties in the northwest region as such a 
leader. This neutrality was critical to generating initial momentum for the advanced 
materials strategy. “I really believe local leaders accepted the cluster idea because it was 
driven by the community college, which was not partial to any of the three counties,” 
Hauser said.  

• Small business incubators, whether focused on artists or other entrepreneurs, must 
provide training and support, along with affordable space to catalyze economic 
development. One of the innovative characteristics of the North Carolina Arts Incubator 
is its recognition that artists need space, but they also need softer support such as the 
ability to network, mentorship opportunities and small business training. Newer artists in 
the incubator may need continued training in their respective craft. The professional arts 
and crafts program, the only one of its kind in North Carolina, was developed to teach 
artistic skills and business skills relevant to operating a craft studio and gallery. “I went to 
the incubator daily and helped the artisans understand loan terms, find new markets and 
put together business plans,” Tongret said. By providing affordable space and training, 
Siler City, CCCC and the North Carolina Arts Incubator have brought about a downtown 
renaissance and facilitated the creation of new small businesses. 

• Demonstrating success helps to build support for your efforts. Tongret attracted bank 
funding for the incubator project by demonstrating the economic potential of six existing 
artisans, essentially making the case to the bankers for the success of the project. The 
incubator’s initial success, and the strong buzz created in the community, helped 
convince local government leaders to invest in the continued renovation and expansion of 
the facility. Success stories of local artisan tenants were instrumental in building the case 
for grant funding from the Rural Center. 

• Strong partnerships and visionary leadership are necessary ingredients for success. The 
successful establishment of the incubator in Siler City was the product of a partnership 
among the community college, local government, and statewide organizations like the 
Rural Center, all facilitated through the visionary leadership of Leon Tongret. Together 
these groups were able to see the potential behind focusing on artist entrepreneurs who 
are not usually considered targets for incubator development.  

• Creative use of local policy tools, such as property tax incentives, can encourage 
targeted economic development investment. Given the blighted condition of the four 
block Anderson Street area, Johnson and Farmer concluded that they needed a policy tool 



with a more powerful incentive than one might find with more traditional downtown 
revitalization strategies, such as façade grants. “These were buildings in need of repair, 
not just general maintenance,” Farmer said. The town needed to be creative in devising a 
strategy that would encourage development in the blighted area, but not at the expense of 
property owners in other parts of Selma, to encourage targeted investment without using 
other taxpayer dollars to do so. 

• Taking a comprehensive approach to community economic development is important to 
overall success. Selma had made significant investments in revitalizing both the 
downtown area and the train depot, but lack of consideration of a four-block area 
between the two limited the positive impacts. By viewing redevelopment in a more 
comprehensive way, the town was able to identify a barrier to continued revitalization 
and a means of overcoming the barrier. 

• Don’t be shy about asking for support, and try, try and try again. “Small towns can’t take 
no for an answer,” the town administrator said. “With the library project, we wrote 100 
grants and 99 said no. You have to keep hounding, and eventually something will turn 
out.” Rarely does the first try work, and Scotland Neck demonstrates that persistence 
pays. 

• Start with low-hanging fruit to demonstrate success and build momentum. When Scotland 
Neck was charting its plans for the DOOR Initiative, officials decided to begin with 
actions that would demonstrate success quickly. They gave support to local hunting and 
fishing guides, to start bringing more tourists into town, and to show local residents that 
there was reason to be optimistic. This initial success helped the town leaders build 
momentum before beginning to tackle more intractable challenges such as job and 
business development. 

• A local membership organization can be a tool for funding local economic development. 
In the absence of a Chamber of Commerce or other business membership organization, 
Scotland Neck created the Scotland Neck Marketing Booster Club. Similar to a Chamber 
of Commerce, the club is a voluntary organization of businesses, industries and 
professionals with the dedicated purpose of promoting Scotland Neck. Annual 
membership dues will fund marketing and economic development efforts. The goal is to 
create a self-sustaining financial structure to support the DOOR Initiative. 

• Provide a conduit between local business interests and policy makers. Scotland Neck 
demonstrates how local leaders can be a voice for local business interests. Meeting 
regularly with local business people, Mayor Partin linked the interests of his business 
community to policy makers in Raleigh and beyond. For example, in an effort to help 
AirBoss win defense department contracts for military gloves, boots and gas masks, the 
town worked with the offices of U.S. Sen. Richard Burr and Lt. Gov. Beverly Purdue. 
AirBoss received two large contracts and will be locating production for these items in 
the company’s Scotland Neck facility. 

• Workforce investment can be a catalyst for improving a town’s economic prospects. The 
recent attraction of new employers to Rugby can in large part be attributed to the 



successful workforce training program it implemented. By improving the technical skills 
of workers, Rugby has increased their value and pursued a strategy that can attract and 
retain better-paying businesses. The success of the training program became a sort of 
marketing device as businesses heard about this small town and its trained labor force. 
Town leaders should see workforce training as a starting point for a number of 
development strategies, including entrepreneurship and business recruiting. 

• Resources are available to create training programs. Rugby partnered with the Center 
for Technology and Business as well as a number of state and federal agencies to devise 
and implement their training program. One of the Federal agencies Rugby partnered with 
was the U.S. Department of Agriculture, which provides funding to many rural 
communities for technology education. The message here is for economic developers in 
small towns to know that funding is available from a wide variety of agencies and that 
forming alliances with them can be key to a program’s success.  

• Small projects can build momentum for addressing larger challenges. In the case of Rio 
Dell, the community was facing a dilapidated water and wastewater infrastructure, a run-
down and decaying appearance and an apathetic public. A committed group of 
community leaders initiated small, self-contained projects to clean up the town. These 
projects demonstrated that the community was capable of helping itself. They boosted 
morale and brought the community to a point where it could begin dealing with major 
infrastructural challenges. 

• Maintaining and improving basic infrastructure is a necessary part of an economic 
development strategy. While current trends may emphasize new infrastructure such as 
broadband and wireless telecommunications, small communities must pay attention to 
their basic investment if they want to attract investment. For Rio Dell, recent 
improvements to the local water supply system have played a role in triggering new 
private investment into the community -- economic development investments that would 
not have come otherwise.  

• Green innovation is an economic development strategy. In Reynolds, taking the 
opportunity to be on the front-end of an innovative green strategy has jump-started 
economic development. “Our town meetings went from talking about the neighbor’s dog 
in your yard to talking about million-dollar decisions about what we’re building,” said 
Van Voorst, the town council president.(5) Investments by Good Oil (to upgrade the local 
service station) and Rose Energy Discovery (to develop bioenergy conversion 
technology) will eventually lead to more direct economic development benefits such as 
new jobs and new businesses. These initial investments also demonstrate the tremendous 
economic impact that green innovation can have in small town America.  

• Biomass waste has a huge potential to create energy. Residents of Reynolds were 
shocked to learn that their town’s municipal waste had the potential to produce 74 times 
the power to fuel their little town. More widespread recognition of the latent energy in 
traditional biomass waste products has the potential to drive innovation in rural 
agricultural regions.  



• Biomass fuel production can reduce the load on municipal wastewater infrastructure. 
Reynolds has discovered that its effort to convert various biomass waste products into 
energy products will greatly reduce its need for higher load wastewater infrastructure. In 
fact, three neighboring municipalities are planning to send their municipal waste to the 
bioenergy plant as an alternative to upgrading their own municipal wastewater 
infrastructure. The potential for lowering sewer bills was a major selling point in terms of 
invigorating local interest in the BioTown project.  

• Look for entrepreneurs within immigrant communities. Small business entrepreneurship 
is a substantial contributor to economic development in small towns. As a result of their 
integration strategy, Pelican Rapids appears to be on the front-end of an economic 
reawakening based on the entrepreneurial tendencies of new immigrant residents. The 
town is starting to see new immigrant-owned retail shops and grocery stores downtown. 
These immigrant-owned businesses pay local taxes, hire local workers and contribute 
toward building a viable civic infrastructure in Pelican Rapids.  

• Social events, such as soccer, can be a great source of community identity and 
integration. Travelers to foreign countries have long recognized that sports (especially 
soccer) can be a universal language to promote understanding and cooperation among 
different individuals and cultures. In the case of Pelican Rapids, soccer brought kids and 
families together from different racial groups and ultimately became a source of 
community pride. 

• It is important to build a web of service organizations to facilitate integration. In terms of 
small town development, the most immediate challenge associated with the arrival of 
immigrants is that civic and social infrastructure can be quickly overwhelmed. Leaders in 
Pelican Rapids recognized that a number of social service groups could work 
collaboratively to help aid immigrant transition. These groups included the library, 
schools and Lutheran Social Services, as well as volunteers in the community. Rather 
than leaving these groups to work independently of each other, Pelican Rapids formed the 
multicultural committee, which coordinated a web of social services and provided a lead 
agency for the community’s integration efforts.  

• Interlocal cooperation on economic development projects is an emerging and promising 
strategy. Small towns, especially rural communities with limited resources, face major 
challenges in developing industrial parks or other infrastructure for industrial 
development projects. Counties and municipalities that cooperate on economic 
development infrastructure projects can, according to a recent report, “enjoy economies 
of scale and cost savings and pursue projects that otherwise might not be feasible.(4)In 
exchange for its investment in water/sewer infrastructure, Oxford, as a municipality in the 
Kerr-Tar region, expects to share in the economic spillovers that result from increasing 
regional investments. 

• Look broadly at the regional resources that might be built upon to support economic 
development. The mini-hub concept being employed in the Kerr-Tar region benefits from 
the resources and opportunities being created in RTP. The communities in this region, 



including Oxford, have been willing to look outside the immediate area to tap into assets 
that may drive the decisions of firms to locate in their mini-hub parks. 

• Financial resources and organizational capacity make a difference. Ord is fortunate to 
have a dedicated revenue stream for economic development at the local level (the local 
option sales tax). The community also benefits from having a professional paid staff to 
act as “organizational capacity” for economic development. These two factors distinguish 
Ord from many communities of similar size and give the community a competitive 
advantage. 

• Measure and monitor the impacts of a development strategy. The staff at Ord’s Chamber 
of Commerce and its economic development office have made it a priority to measure 
and continually monitor the economic, social,and civic outcomes from Ord’s economic 
development efforts. Documented impacts are useful for both external and internal 
audiences. Good data can be used to attract additional investment from outside sources 
and, by demonstrating a reasonable return on investment, can be used to build local 
support. 

• Communication is crucial. Ord bombards the community with information. Economic 
development staff members spend an ever-increasing amount of time publishing 
newsletters and writing articles for the local newspaper. They send e-mails to as many 
residents as possible and appear on radio broadcasts regularly. The idea is to replace 
rumors and “coffee shop chatter” with accurate information about what the organization 
is trying to accomplish. According to one prominent leader, “Creating a positive flow of 
information into the community is very important.” 

• A team approach to economic development is ideal. According to Helen Cullers, chair of 
the Valley County Board of Commissioners, a crucial component of Ord’s strategy for 
economic development was persuading folks the approach was right and convincing them 
to join in the effort. “Small town economic development must be a team exercise,” she 
said.. “Even though it can take more time and hand-holding, you have to convince as 
many people as possible to join your team and to be willing to lend a hand.” 

• Preparation means opportunity. Ord’s ability to attract the $75 million ethanol facility 
demonstrates how the town’s preparation created an opportunity that would not otherwise 
have existed. The state-level authority working with the ethanol company knew about 
Ord’s development efforts (again, thanks to the town’s communication strategy) and 
contacted the Valley County economic development director. The timeline for this 
project was extremely tight, and the company needed a partner that was ready to go. 
Within hours, revenues from the sales tax were used to fund an environmental study of 
the project site. An infrastructure and incentive package was put together within days. 
The lesson here is that Ord had a team in place and ready to act when opportunity 
knocked. 

• Rural philanthropy can be a tool for building a sustainable pool of resources. New 
research suggests that rural residents in midwestern and southeastern states have 
developed a culture of philanthropy that the coasts and Southwest, for all their wealth, do 



not yet have. (2) The key is to create and market a local structure for aging residents to 
bequeath assets to local civic causes. The intergenerational wealth transfer over the next 
50 years will be enormous, and small towns can position themselves to benefit from it.   

• Big-box retail does not necessarily destroy Main Street. As big-box retailers saturate 
urban markets, more and more small towns are facing the prospect of competition from 
big-box retail. The perception is that Wal-Mart (and others) will inevitably cripple Main 
Street businesses, especially retail. This outcome is not inevitable, however. In the case 
of Oakland, the Main Street Program created capacity within the community that could 
be used to gain Wal-Mart’s support of Oakland’s improving downtown. 

• Community capacity-building efforts should be viewed as having usefulness beyond their 
immediate purpose. The Main Street Program was intended to bring prosperity and 
vitality to downtown Oakland by creating better streetscapes, developing community 
activities and promoting downtown businesses, but it was the community mobilization 
aspect of this program that was critical to the alliance with Wal-Mart and the coalition 
created among neighboring towns. Towns with scarce resources should examine existing 
programs to see how they might be leveraged in new ways to enhance the community. 

• Look for opportunity in adversity. Oakland could have pursued an expensive legal 
strategy of keeping Wal-Mart out of town. This approach might make sense for some 
small towns. By viewing the arrival of Wal-Mart as an opportunity to move local retailers 
up the value chain, however, Oakland created a more viable Main Street for the long 
term. In addition, by viewing the retailer as an ally in promoting downtown activities, 
Oakland was able to bring Wal-Mart on board with its agenda. Such a strategy can create 
a better environment for future collaboration.  

• Communities that embrace the ideas and energy that newcomers can bring stand to gain 
in the long run. John Davis, a civic entrepreneur, brought new ideas about the importance 
of arts and culture to community life that were embraced by community leaders. Rather 
than scoff at his ideas, the community was willing to support and work with him, 
demonstrating how volunteerism, investment in the arts and public-private partnerships 
can all come together to the benefit of the community. 

• Figure out ways to reduce risks on out-of-the-ordinary projects. Investing a large sum of 
money in the New York Mills Regional Cultural Center represented a significant risk for 
the community. By structuring this investment so that the town had ownership of the 
cultural building and by designing exhibits that were attractive to both residents and 
tourists, Davis created a situation where the town would gain whether the project worked 
or not. New York Mills shows how small towns can create win-win situations by 
reducing risk on innovative strategies.  

• A community of artists can reinvigorate a dilapidated downtown. Subsidies for artist 
retailers catalyzed downtown development. The development of the arts community 
created activity in Nelsonville’s downtown square. This activity has been a means to 
attract higher value development projects. The presence of art studios and creative energy 
attracted local and regional investment into a new coffee shop and restaurant. Downtown 



real estate values are climbing. As the downtown artist-retailers increase their revenues, 
the initial subsidies that the town offered are being repealed. 

• Artist-driven development can help a small town attract tourists. Not only have artistic 
activities created economic activity and helped to maintain historic buildings, but they are 
recreating Nelsonville’s regional reputation. The arts community has put together a Final 
Fridays event to showcase local artists, which is held every month and has received 
substantial press coverage as far away as Cincinnati and Lexington. (5) This level of 
positive publicity would cost thousands of dollars in paid advertising. Additionally, the 
Stuarts Opera House, with its historic character and performance lineup, attracts visitors 
from distant locations. As with tourism in general, enticing people to visit a community is 
a vital step in revitalization because visitors have the potential to become new home and 
business owners. 

• Small groups of committed residents can jump-start development in small towns. The arts 
community in Nelsonville was the outgrowth of small, informal, grassroots groups of 
collaborators who refused to see their town die. They did not wait for elected officials. 
They partnered with property owners and other residents with the means to activate their 
strategy.  

• Workforce development is economic development. Morrilton demonstrates that assisting 
workers through the transition to new jobs can be an effective tool for economic 
development. The community’s initial push was to engage with existing businesses to 
secure jobs for dislocated workers. Skill deficiencies pushed the town to go further and to 
create a computer training program, which has become a draw for more modern 
industries. Communities moving away from labor-intensive manufacturing can develop 
workforce strategies that help local workers compete for new economy jobs. 

• Anticipating the worst enables a community to respond faster to plant closures. Rather 
than relying on federal and state authorities to help dislocated workers, Morrilton took a 
leading role in finding workers new jobs. By utilizing contacts with area business owners, 
something state officials could not do, Morrilton’s economic development group pulled 
off a highly successful job fair that helped many find work. Morrilton also was 
aggressive in seeking support from its state senator to secure a facility and resources for 
the computer skills class. Morrilton demonstrates that a concrete response during times of 
crises can have a large impact on a community. 

• Seek nontraditional partners in responding to economic disasters. After the plant 
closures of 1999, elected officials set out to inform laid-off workers of job openings 
through the industrial fair and provide workforce training programs. But officials did not 
stop there. Mayor Nelson brought area churches together to discuss how the faith 
community might help in this time of need. The churches agreed to host prayer meetings 
and provide counseling to workers and their families. The churches also opened food 
banks to ensure that no family went without a meal. This brought more members of the 
community into the problem solving process. “Everybody had a role,” Nelson said. 
“Folks donated food to the churches, who gave food to unemployed families. It really 
brought the community together and helped us survive.” Local leaders and officials 



should look beyond the obvious workforce issues to see how the other aspects of job loss 
might be eased. By involving churches, Morrilton was able to meet the immediate 
economic and psychic needs of its residents. 

• Look for creative ways to glean public goods from public-private partnerships. The 
opportunity for Houston to become a wired community came indirectly -- from the needs 
of public school students and the initiative and innovation of the district’s superintendent. 
The initiative to link rural residents to the school system also motivated other partners 
(the Mayo Clinic and the local telephone cooperative) to bring their resources to benefit 
the public good. Civic leaders should look for creative opportunities to leverage private 
market investments for public benefit. 

• Visionary leadership is critical to a town’s success. Houston’s Superintendent Kim Ross 
is a visionary local leader. “The question we were asking as a school is how can we move 
into the future and be relevant in education?” Ross said. Looking forward and seeing the 
potential growth in online learning, Houston was willing to risk charting a new course in 
education. As a result the city school district has enhanced the quality of the education it 
offers and increased the funds the town can spend on its students. Town leaders should 
not hesitate to explore technological advances and determine ways their towns could use 
technological progress for the public’s benefit.  

• • Regional collaboration is critical when facing the challenge of rural transportation. For 
Hollandale to develop a transportation network to serve its rural population, the town had 
to reach out and include its regional neighbors in the conversation at the outset. Not only 
did the initial Kellogg grant require such collaboration, but the long-term sustainability of 
HEGA depended on having a critical mass of fee-paying riders. Organizations in each 
town were ready and willing to work together on the transportation challenge. These 
included the Hollandale Economic and Community Foundation, the Elizabeth 
Community Development Corporation and the Glen Allan Improvement Association. 
Communities with similar challenges should seek out partners with common issues and 
craft regional solutions. 

•  
• Find a common solution to persistent rural challenges. The Hollandale foundation 
started with a survey to identify the major issues confronting the town’s residents. The 
survey identified four of these issues: education, health care, jobs and transportation. The 
foundation looked at relationships among these issues and found that most were 
contingent on people having access to transportation. Local leaders then understood that 
all their problems were interrelated. This analytic process produced a solution that 
addressed each of Hollandale’s needs. 

•  
• Reliable local data help convince outsiders to believe. Hollandale took an important 
step when it commissioned a local transportation impact study. This study resulted in 
specific community-level transportation data, which the town used to convince outside 
grant-makers that HEGA was a smart investment. In addition, it helped to convince 
policy-makers that rural transportation was a viable (if incremental) strategy for 
alleviating a range of economic challenges.  



• Use public resources strategically. After going through the process of financing and 
constructing a new reservoir, local officials were well aware of the limits of the existing 
water supply. Rather than grant water resources to any development or to the highest 
bidder, local officials used their municipal water resources to shape development. 
Development that was consistent with the community’s vision was granted access. 
Development that was inconsistent with what the community wanted was denied access. 

• Know your market. Hillsborough’s annexation and rezoning review processes have 
become important instruments for shaping development. Rather than entering 
negotiations with developers from a position of weakness, local officials in Hillsborough 
have leverage because they understand the value of their market to developers. The basis 
for negotiating with developers should be rooted in an assumption that developers ought 
to be responsible for providing adequate infrastructure for their development. 
Communities need to understand their local market conditions and be prepared to take 
tough stands on issues of infrastructure provision. 

• Use growth management to advance the community’s vision for economic 
development.Hillsborough demonstrates that managing growth, or being proactive about 
how development proceeds in a community, does not stifle economic growth. In the last 
two years, Hillsborough’s non-residential tax base increased by almost $30 million. This 
did not happen by chance. The community insisted that new residential developments be 
accompanied by commercial space. When done thoughtfully, and as part of a widely 
shared community vision, managing growth and economic development can complement 
each other. 

• Historic assets are economic development assets. This case demonstrates that a long-term 
and proactive effort to preserve a community’s historic assets can pay major dividends in 
terms of growing a tourism economy and maintaining a unique quality of life for new and 
existing residents. Local officials in Hillsborough created a historic district and have been 
vigilant in maintaining the standards associated with that designation. Tourists are 
attracted to Hillsborough’s historic and cultural attractions and tourists spend money in 
local businesses, restaurants and hotels. A local tax on prepared food captures a portion 
of this spending and recycles it into additional promotion of historic Hillsborough.  

• Short-term success can build long-term momentum. It was important, from the beginning, 
that Delta Bridge not be perceived as just another effort to “save the Delta.” Nor was it a 
just another strategic plan that would sit on the shelf. To maintain buy-in from the 
community, the process needed to demonstrate success quickly. For this reason, the goal 
teams first tackled action steps that could be accomplished in short order and for which 
there was already some momentum. Once people started seeing change happen, they had 
more of an incentive to join in the process. 

• Look for opportunity in adversity. People are more willing to change long-held behaviors 
and beliefs under conditions of hardship and adversity. Not only might new leaders come 
forward, but “worker bees” are typically more willing to participate in projects when 
they, or their friends and neighbors, are struggling. Hard times should be viewed as an 
opportunity to mobilize a community by focusing on what can be done to turn things 



around, as opposed to what is wrong. “Delta Bridge led to the realization that people can 
control their own destiny and that a poor person’s fate is not predetermined,” one resident 
said. This shift in the perception of local residents would not have been likely without 
widespread adversity. 

• Community planning must be an inclusive process. The value of a community strategic 
plan or vision document depends entirely on the extent to which a truly representative 
sample of the community is involved in creating the plan. Plans that are created by a 
subset of any community are destined to affect t only the subset involved in its creation. 
Given Helena’s history of racial strife, leadership at Southern knew that the Delta Bridge 
planning process had to be inclusive and that making it so would require a long and 
intensive effort. In fact, it took 18 months and over 500 meetings to create the plan. 
Southern invested a tremendous amount of staff time toward bringing every constituency 
to the table, including black, white, young, old, newcomers and old-timers. 

• Get the right people involved from the beginning. “From the outset, Southern was very 
deliberate in terms of bringing respected members of the community into the process,” 
said Paula Oliver, the Helena Main Street director. During the initial asset-mapping 
process, the informal leadership structure in and around Phillips County was identified 
and sought out. Informal leaders included school teachers, retired elected officials, 
pastors, frequent community volunteers and small business owners. Bringing all the 
respected leaders into the process early can help minimize community resistance when 
the going gets tough. 

• Solicit support from high-level politicians and leaders. When a community comes 
together and mobilizes, as Helena has, leaders should not shy away from seeking support 
from high-level public authorities. When governors or representatives in Congress learn 
about a community in their district undertaking radical reform, they can help bring 
additional resources to the effort. Recognition and support for the Delta Bridge project 
has come from U.S. senators and congressional representatives from Arkansas, the 
president of the state’s university system, the governor of Arkansas and others. This 
support may parlay into additional resources for the Delta region. With the strategy 
developed by and firmly rooted in the local community, reaching out to tap regional, state 
and even national resources is likely to bring new partners to the table rather than create 
dependency on outside resources.  

• Respond quickly to local business and industry. Leaders in Farmville, including the 
mayor, town manager and the executive director of FDP, respond promptly when 
industries ask for assistance. In 2006, Alliance One was struggling to hire a sufficient 
workforce. Managers from the company called the town manager and asked if he could 
help. By the next afternoon, the town had assembled a team of local, regional and state-
level workforce resources to assist the company. A few days later, a regional job fair 
allowed Alliance One to fill its vacancies. “The town’s response -- and particularly the 
fact that busy people set aside whatever they were doing to help -- demonstrated to us 
that the town cared about our business and could help,” an Alliance One manager said. 



• Small towns can maintain their character in the face of growth pressures. According to 
Mayor Evans, the question that Farmville asks is: “How can we use the urban growth 
from Greenville to our advantage, rather than let it consume us?” Through aggressive 
marketing, events promotion and determination to develop on its own terms, Farmville 
has maintained its identity. The town has no interest in becoming a bedroom community. 
Rather than passively react to the growth from Greenville, Farmville supports and 
promotes local business growth while also working with residential developers to meet 
the growing demand for homes and neighborhoods. 

• Embrace change and evolve. Ever since the 1950s, Farmville has put itself on the front 
end of shifting economic circumstances. For example, local tobacco barons were willing 
to adapt and diversify at a time when such behavior was unheard of in other parts of 
eastern North Carolina. Over time, Farmville’s willingness and ability to change and 
evolve, rather than to get comfortable and stagnate, has allowed new and innovative 
approaches to local development to take root. 

• Never wait for help when you can help yourself. Farmville is not a town that waits around 
for help to come from the outside. For example, when Hurricane Floyd flooded a 
residential section of Farmville in 1999, the town purchased 16 residential properties and 
turned the area into a public park with trails, recreational amenities and exercise 
equipment. Farmville was the first community to take a proactive and long-term approach 
to responding to the disaster. 

• Use multiple tools to achieve multiple outcomes. Farmville employs a variety of incentive 
configurations that are customized to a particular project. The town will provide 
incentives for not only job creation, but retail locations on Main Street, façade/property 
upgrades and residential development. A diverse and customized incentive toolbox is 
ideal.  

• Bring everyone’s talent to the table to address critical community issues. Embracing 
cultural diversity is a critical step in the process of creating a compelling community 
vision. The integration of MUM “outsiders” into the cultural fabric of Fairfield has been 
a long and difficult process. Pervasive cultural divisions must be dealt with if a 
community is to move forward. Strong leadership is the key to crossing the divide. 
Referring to Malloy’s leadership, a long-time resident explained “The boundaries of 
who’s who in Fairfield are fading away, and I just see this great group of people all 
moving forward together.” 

• Build an economy from a community’s existing assets. Fairfield’s priorities are aligned 
with the practical realities of small-town rural America. Fairfield does not compete on the 
basis of having the cheapest labor and location. Fairfield took a very broad view of its 
assets, which include small-town character and work ethic, an entrepreneurial culture, 
civic amenities that rival those in big cities and a reputation for being entrepreneur-
friendly. Fairfield proves that a focus on building from the community’s existing assets is 
a valid (albeit long-term) strategy. 



• Community development propagates economic development and vice versa. 
Traditionally, community development is viewed as the creation of infrastructure (largely 
by the public sector), and economic development is viewed as the creation of jobs and 
investment (largely by the private sector). When the two are viewed as having similar 
ends, synergies can raise a community’s standard of living beyond what would have been 
possible otherwise. By viewing economic and community development as one and the 
same, Fairfield has created a cultural infrastructure that helps to retain and energize 
entrepreneurs. Job opportunities increase and the tax base expands in tandem with the 
creation of recreational, cultural and civic amenities. 

• Importance of a small-town champion. In economic development, there is untold value in 
having a champion or champions who are not shy about tooting the town’s horn. For 
example, Fairfield is known as having more restaurants per capita than San Francisco. 
This fact is the result of a quick-and-dirty analysis by Burt Chojnowski, Fairfield’s No. 1 
champion. While it is true that plenty of places have more restaurants per capita than San 
Francisco, the idea is to make sure people know what your town has to offer and to use 
creative communication to hammer home the point. Having a member of the community 
who is willing to go out and spread the good word about your town can have tremendous 
impact on the perception of outsiders. 

• Small-town location as a competitive advantage. The perception, whether warranted or 
not, is that businesses located in small-town rural locations carry a moral and ethical 
standard above their urban competitors. Businesses in Fairfield have exploited this 
perception to their competitive advantage. “We are geographically challenged,” 
businessman Tim Hawthorne said. “There isn’t a lot of credibility to having a creative 
advertising agency outside New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, Minneapolis or Atlanta. 
However, people perceive Fairfield, with its Midwestern values, as being morally 
superior to urban areas.” Hawthorne has turned this perception into a competitive 
advantage. 

• Development strategy should be based on a broad definition of small town assets. In 
Etowah, the train depot, historic downtown architecture and rail infrastructure were 
obvious development assets. Some of the less obvious but equally important assets 
included the adaptability and grittiness of local residents, the town’s interesting history, 
local nonprofit organizations, the nearby protected parkland and the feisty local leaders. 
The process of identifying a small town’s assets ought to take a broad view of what a 
town has to offer and employ creative ways to leverage those assets toward economic, 
civic, social and environmental gains. 

• Proactive industrial development as part of a broad-based strategy can spur 
investment.Etowah demonstrates that proactive industrial development can be part of a 
broad-based and asset-driven economic development strategy. According to Etowah’s 
strategic plan, “recruiting technology-based industries that provide a clean industrial 
environment will avoid the brain-drain, create higher paying opportunities, which will 
give our children a reason to remain in Etowah and recruit others to relocate in 
Etowah.”(5) Etowah initiated industrial development on its own terms, and only after 
embarking on a community-wide exercise to determine its assets and strengths for 



development. The results are impressive, including hundreds of living-wage jobs in 
expanding industries. 

• Small towns need leaders who can think like entrepreneurs and take risks for their 
communities. As Jack Hammontree of the McMinn County Economic Development 
Authority said, “For a small community like Etowah to be successful, somebody has to 
bite the bullet.” Although certainly not the only one, John Solsbee has bitten the bullet for 
his community. A farmer and self-professed grumpy old man, Solsbee never anticipated 
being part of Etowah’s government. He was not willing to watch his hometown die, 
however, so he became the town’s manager in 1997. He was so convinced that creating 
the industrial park was the right move, he challenged his board to fire him if it didn’t pay 
off. Ten years later, Solsbee still holds his post as Etowah’s town manager. 

• Scrappiness pays. “In this day and age, when federal and state resources are funneled 
through multiple levels of organization before they reach individual communities, small 
towns have to be loud, aggressive, and scrappy,” Durant Tullock said. “We have to fight 
for our share.” The community hospital is a case in point. The small county-owned 
hospital, which serves the Etowah and the surrounding rural foothills McMinn County, is 
struggling. The county board wants to sell it. Etowah is disputing the decision, appealing 
to state and regional authorities, and being as scrappy as possible. The verdict is still out, 
but Etowah will not go down without a fight.  

• The craft industry, particularly when tied to tourism promotion, is a potential economic 
engine. Across North Carolina, working craftsmen, most of whom are self-employed, are 
estimated to generate more than $530 million in revenue annually. Leaders in Elkin 
recognized this fact and built an economic development strategy around craft-based 
businesses to help overcome employment losses in manufacturing and agriculture. “A lot 
of people don’t realize the multiplier effect,” said Jeff Sebens, a member of the Yadkin 
Valley Craft Guild. “With lodging, restaurants and other venues, every $100 spent on 
supporting local craftsmen might bring in $1,000 to the region.”(2) 

• It takes a comprehensive support environment to help a craftsperson, or other 
entrepreneur, build a new business. Elkin is building a support system for artisans by 
creating the apprenticeship initiative, linking experienced crafters with new artisans. In 
addition to this mentoring/networking, the support environment includes training and the 
opportunity to access micro loans, all necessary to the development of self-employment 
and other entrepreneurial opportunities. 

• Historic preservation is an economic development strategy. Edenton demonstrates that 
strategic historic preservation, done with the goal of stimulating private investment, can 
increase both tourism spending and local property values. In addition, local investments 
in historic preservation create local jobs. Preservation North Carolina estimates that every 
$1 million invested in building rehabilitation creates 41 jobs, whereas an equal 
investment in new construction creates 36 jobs. (3) Edenton’s story also demonstrates 
that historic properties have the potential to attract creative entrepreneurs to the 
community. 



• Through public-private partnership, an economic development liability can be turned 
into an economic development asset. The Edenton Cotton Mill was a potential liability 
for the community. The Town officials and the nonprofit Preservation North Carolina 
partnered to market the village establish covenants and ownership agreements and 
upgrade the village infrastructure, creating a market for the rural mill village. This 
partnership allowed them to reduce investment risk and create a secure vision of what the 
mill village could look like, enticing significant investment from outside the region.  

• Celebrate success. “Success comes from talking about it,” JoAnne Lewis said. “If you 
don’t tell your community what you are doing, then they won’t know what you are doing. 
When an article comes out that mentions your town, you give that to everyone.” (5) 
Douglas works hard to keep local papers informed about various economic development 
projects and publicizes even the most modest success, including stories of local 
entrepreneurial successes. “If we announced a new industry was coming to town creating 
240 new jobs, it would be very exciting,” said Lidell Greenway. “Our small 
entrepreneurial businesses in Douglas-Coffee Georgia also created that number of jobs in 
one year, and they are more often than not locally owned and less likely to relocate. So 
we need to celebrate those successes, too.” 

• Respond quickly to local industry. Douglas i quick to respond when local businesses ask 
for assistance. Several years ago, the EDA started hearing complaints from local industry 
regarding the lack of trained commercial truck drivers. In response, EDA partnered with 
the local technical college to develop a commercial drivers’ license driving range and 
education facility to train new truck drivers. “Students, instructors and 18-wheelers hit 
the pavement in 2006 and we couldn’t be more excited,” Lewis said. This sector of 
workforce development responds to specific needs from local employers, and it fits well 
in terms of Douglas’ growing importance in distribution and warehousing and proximity 
to regional seaports. 

• Grow young leaders with a passion for economic development. One of Douglas’s biggest 
challenges relates to the generational void of young leaders to take over key public 
positions as the baby boomers retire. In response, the town created the New Century 
Leadership program and is working to implement a new program -- the Young 
Professionals Network -- to bring a greater number of young people into the fold. 
Douglas working to fill the leadership void before it becomes a major problem. 

• Cultivate relationships with state-level developers, bankers and power companies. Last 
year, the Town of Douglas hosted 17 state-level economic development partners. 
“Getting these folks from Atlanta to plant their feet on local soil allows for a better 
understanding of our regional assets and amenities,” Lewis said. Frances Lott, the real 
estate developer and local philanthropist, likewise insisted that “cultivating these 
relationships is the most important thing that small communities can do to lure new 
industries to their towns.” 

• Small towns can do big things. Dora, with 250 people and very little economic activity, 
shows the critical importance of a positive attitude. Few residents had any grant-writing 
experience, but they believed in the viability of their vision. “We thought to ourselves, 



‘There must be money out there and people who want to fund this kind of project,’” 
explained Linda Kirk. By raising local funds and tapping into a diverse range of grant 
funding, Dora chipped away at the total project cost and built momentum for the project. 

• Rural residents may be your most generous supporters. New evidence from NewTithing 
(a philanthropic research organization) suggests rural residents and those with smaller 
incomes are more likely to donate to civic causes. Rural towns should not overlook their 
residents as a source of financing for community projects. Residents and small businesses 
contributed over $80,000 to Dora’s community center project.  

• When facing a challenge, look for a similarly situated community to serve as a mentor. 
Jackson County was not the first county to face an issue with methane gas migrating from 
its landfill. Rather than reinventing the wheel, Jackson’s officials looked outside their 
community for help and guidance. Not more than 100 miles away, they found that 
Yancey County had solved a similar methane gas problem by turning the methane into an 
energy source for a business park. This example sparked the initial idea for Jackson 
County’s park and also gave officials insight into the difficulties Yancey County had to 
overcome. Jackson County was about to avoid pitfalls and build upon, reshape and 
improve the example provided by Yancey County. 

• Use environmental concerns as levers for economic development strategies. Typically, 
environmental regulations are perceived as burdens on a town budget. In this case, the 
town looked beyond the regulation to see how it might comply while also creating jobs 
and raising incomes. Further, in creating the Green Energy Park, officials spent about the 
same amount of money as they would have to merely comply with environmental 
regulations. In the process, Jackson County and Dillsboro linked their solution to the 
community’s heritage tourism strategy.  

• “Are we moving in a direction that our children will be proud of?” This question, 
according to Mayor Kincaid, is the question that public officials in Davidson ask before 
every decision. In Davidson, the external pressure to make decisions based on the town’s 
short-term interests is tremendous. For example, during the search for a site to develop 
the North Mecklenburg Industrial Park, one of the early options was a site on the 
outskirts of Davidson town limits. The town, however, already had decided to save that 
particular plot of land for the next generation of Davidsonians to develop. So, even 
though the short-term tax benefits of developing the industrial park in Davidson would 
have been a huge benefit to the community, they opted to support a site in Huntersville. 
The mayor and town council have managed to maintain a futurist approach to local 
development. Further, the APFO and the process that Davidson put in place for 
permitting development are practical tools that help the community keep a balanced 
perspective on short- versus long-term outcomes. “Long-range planning is very important 
in sort of getting in front of the curve and making sure the vision is embraced as new 
development comes along,” Krider said. 

• “Kincaid’s Law:” According to the mayor, the most controversial thing in small town 
government is asphalt: who gets it; how much of it goes where; who pays for it; and 
where does it end? In Davidson, the lesson is to understand the long-term impacts of 



asphalt. Creating a four-lane road through town affects the walkability of a community 
and creates incentives to drive. On the other hand, narrow, curving streets with 
roundabouts encourage walking and create disincentives to car traffic. 

• Know your market. In Davidson, developers -- not local government -- pay for almost 
every penny of road and infrastructure to serve new developments. Not every community 
will have the leverage to force a developer’s hand on this issue. Davidson demonstrates 
that when the market conditions are right, developers will pay their share. The basis for 
negotiating with developers should be rooted in an assumption that developers ought to 
be responsible for providing adequate infrastructure for their development, not that the 
local government is entirely responsible. Communities need to understand their local 
market conditions and be prepared to take tough stands on issues of infrastructure 
provision. 

• Smart growth and economic development are complimentary approaches to advancing a 
community’s vision. The perception, whether warranted or not, is that smart growth 
principles constrain economic development. Davidson demonstrates that embracing smart 
growth principles as part of an economic development strategy can be a means of taking 
local control of economic development. Davidsonians -- not forces outside the 
community -- decide what their community will become. When done thoughtfully, and as 
part of a widely shared community vision, smart growth and economic development are 
complementary forces.  

• Economic development must be guided by a broadly held local vision. Columbia 2000 
was a comprehensive planning process that relied on participation from the whole 
community. The result was a vision of what residents wanted to see their small town 
become. “Many economic development efforts fail because they do not come from local 
knowledge,” said Mikki Sager of the Conservation Fund. “A lot of small communities 
end up with what they have because someone from outside tells them what they need. No 
local buy-in, or success, is going to happen with that.” 

• Unique local assets can become economic drivers. Columbia’s leaders and residents 
recognized that their natural beauty was an asset that could drive an ecotourism strategy 
for economic development. Part of Columbia’s success with ecotourism comes from the 
clear local mandate that residents wanted to see their natural surroundings protected. 

• Local economic development can be strengthened by forming regional 
partnerships.Through meetings with the N.C. Department of Environment and Natural 
Resources, Columbia discovered that neighbors from Hyde and Beaufort counties were 
interested in pursuing similar ecotourism-related projects. Rather than see these counties 
as intra-regional competitors, Columbia sought regional collaboration. Small towns thus 
were able to pool resources and ideas. Moreover, ecotourism should – by nature – be a 
regional strategy because a collection of towns and counties has more to offer visitors 
than does a single municipality. 

• Innovative local governance can strengthen a community’s economic development 
efforts. Columbia’s ability to design an alternative arrangement for generating tax 



revenues on protected lands helped turn a potential obstacle to ecotourism into an 
example of innovative local governance. 

• Strategically designed arts programs can catalyze economic development. Colquitt began 
with a vision of a community theater program that would stimulate economic and civic 
growth. The community created a specific plan to involve community members, specified 
what kinds of outcomes it expected and determined how the program would give back to 
the community. Stakeholders discussed and planned the causal chain of events ahead of 
time -- beginning with the specific design of Swamp Gravy and continuing to the 
community capacity and economic growth that they hoped the play would foster. Colquitt 
did not rely on a shaky assumption that creating an arts program would cure the town’s 
economic problems. Organizations considering using the arts as a tool to empower and 
strengthen their communities should think deliberately about how the program will be 
structured and what the process will be to achieve desired results. 

• Small towns can use the arts to build community capital and defuse racial tensions. In 
small communities, the process of designing and executing performance art can provide 
unifying activities that connect folks in town. According to the Southern Growth Policies 
Board: “Swamp Gravy has won wide acclaim as an innovative way of bringing people 
together. The process, telling one’s story and/or working on the production (either 
onstage or behind the scenes), has served to form strong bonds among people, crossing 
racial, gender and class lines. Breaking down racial barriers in the community is, in fact, 
considered part of the program’s mission.”(5) In communities where racial tensions stand 
in the way of economic progress, the performing arts can provide a neutral space for 
breaking down traditional barriers and building new partnerships. 

• Define economic development assets broadly. The park outside of Chimney Rock was, 
until the mid-1990s, an underestimated asset for economic development. Chimney 
Rock’s economy was stagnant during the 1980s and ‘90s, in large part because the village 
failed to give tourists a reason to come to town besides visiting the park. In this way, 
Chimney Rock was reactive in its economic development approach, relying on its base of 
souvenir shops to bring tourists to town. After partnering with Handmade in America, 
Chimney Rock saw that it needed to rethink how it attracted tourists and designed the 
river walk to enhance revitalization efforts downtown. In this way, Chimney Rock 
created a sort of synergy by pairing its development strategy -- one based on natural 
resources -- with the park to realize greater economic development gains. 

• Build institutional capacity. In the process of assessing its assets and opportunities, 
Chimney Rock recognized that, with an all-volunteer local government, the town’s 
capacity was limited. By creating a community development association, the town 
created an institution that could partner with the local government and bring additional 
attention to development projects. 

• Look to local service and resource providers. In this case, local leaders looked beyond 
traditional public sector sources of assistance to local service providers. Handmade in 
America was a regional entity with experience and expertise in helping communities to 
build capacity. 



• In cases of layoff prevention, a community must organize quickly, be aggressive and offer 
a viable alternative. In Chillicothe, Mayor Rodenberg called his core team together on 
the afternoon of the governor’s announcement. Rather than allow valuable time to waste, 
the town initiated an aggressive lobbying campaign within days of learning that the 
prison was slated for closure. These early and aggressive efforts helped convince the 
governor’s office that Chillicothe was committed to keeping the prison in town. In 
addition, rather than take a defiant stance, Chillicothe crafted a viable alternative for the 
governor’s office to consider. 

• Creative community support for an employer can influence strategic management 
decisions. Even though this is a case in which a public employer is convinced to maintain 
its presence in a small town, the lesson holds for private employers as well. Strong and 
unified community support for an employer can influence management decisions. 
Chillicothe changed the cost-benefit calculation being made by managers in the state 
capital. By crafting an alternative for the closure – perhaps an alternative that would not 
have come to light without Chillicothe’s efforts – local residents were able to sway the 
governor’s strategic decision. 

• Environmental adversity can lead to economic opportunity. Cape Charles and county 
officials were in a predicament after food processing plants closed in the late 1980s. On 
the one hand, residents were desperate for jobs; on the other, the once pristine 
environment was being degraded. Cape Charles also faced threats to its water supply. The 
town had to come up with a strategy that would balance economic growth and 
environmental protection. In this case, public leaders decided to put a new spin on an old 
tool—the industrial park. As Andrew Barbour, the county supervisor, said, “We saw 
nature-based development as an asset and key differentiator in doing business.” This 
innovative approach to economic development set Cape Charles apart from its neighbors, 
provided uniqueness to the community and gave industries a reason to explore the town. 

• The process of building capacity and creating partnerships is as important as the 
outcome. The inclusive nature of the planning process for the eco-industrial park 
generated community capacity to do other things. In 2006, when the park was struggling 
to maintain occupancy, the local Chamber of Commerce partnered with the area 
community college and the Nature Conservancy to develop a certification course in 
ecotourism. Graduates of the course receive exclusive access to Nature Conservancy-
owned barrier islands and can offer a more expensive and exclusive experience to their 
customers. The course has been extremely successful for both the town government and 
local business owners. This partnership was a direct result of the process that Cape 
Charles went through to explore sustainable economic development strategies (of which 
the park was only one option).  

• Entrepreneurs need direct, customized assistance. This story demonstrates that small 
towns should seek innovative ways to provide individualized assistance to local 
entrepreneurs. General business training for entrepreneurs is a worthy first step in a local 
support strategy. Going beyond general issues into specific challenges facing a range of 
entrepreneurs is where small town leaders can add maximum value to their efforts. Every 
entrepreneur is different, and their needs vary enormously. Direct, customized assistance 



provided by Brevard’s Retiree Resource Network is one way to move local entrepreneurs 
toward being engines for job creation. 

• Retirees in small towns can be economic development assets. Brevard provides an 
excellent example of how retirees can be active in community life and economic 
development efforts. Often these retirees bring a professional expertise not common in 
small towns. In an era of global competition, such expertise is potentially invaluable to 
small town entrepreneurs. Small town leaders, especially those in towns receiving an 
influx of retirees, can look for ways to leverage the combined expertise of their new 
residents for community benefit. Brevard and Transylvania County have taken their local 
retiree network to the next level and are using the network as a differentiating service 
when marketing their community to new businesses. 

• Small communities can create record-breaking projects. Branson illustrates how a small 
city can undertake a project one might think would be possible only in a very large city. 
The city saw a need for a convention center and extended that vision into a massive retail 
and residential space that has strengthened and diversified the city’s economy. Small 
towns can push boundaries and expand on visions for the projects and programs they are 
about to undertake. Branson did not limit its vision but believed it could create an 
exceptional project, even if the city had to ask the state to approve an unprecedented TIF 
package. 

• Successful public investments can have ripple effects throughout the community. The 
Branson Landing project created spin-off investments throughout the community. 
Branson recently added a $12 million recreation center and approved its first industrial 
park. The industrial park will help to spur more year-round employment and draw 
younger residents to this community. Furthermore, the new developments will help to 
sustain this economy. “This is going to be a longer, steadier growth period than the boom 
that occurred in the ‘90s,” Mike Rankin said. 

• Strategies are more likely to be successful when they are built on existing assets.Projects 
such as Branson Landing have to be constructed on a secure foundation within the 
context of a community’s strengths and assets. Branson’s tourism industry has thrived 
and grown for nearly a century, eventually becoming the city’s strongest and largest 
asset. Branson Landing would not have been a success without Branson’s status as a 
regional tourism destination. Branson demonstrates how small towns with successful 
industries, whether tourism or boat-building, can leverage this strength to diversify their 
growth. Branson used its strength in entertainment tourism to pursue other sectors of the 
economy that enhance tourism while providing more stable employment. 

• Public-private partnerships can be developed to support community development 
interests. The Town of Black Mountain provided capital and building space to an ad-hoc 
group of local artists. The investment led to the creation of the Center for the Arts and 
elevated the role of the arts group in the community. It provided the arts community with 
a place, an identity and a focus. The center in benefited each individual artist and the 
community as a whole. 



• Investing in the arts community can be a driver of economic development in a 
community. The results of Black Mountain’s investment have been increasing tourism, 
the development of small arts-based businesses and the attraction of new residents who 
want to associate with the Black Mountain Center for the Arts. 

• Strategic investments in community organizations can align private/nonprofit sector 
interests with broader community interests. Black Mountain’s strategic investment 
created the incentives so that the energy of local artists was aligned with the interest of 
the community. 

• Supporting entrepreneurs is a long-term and transformative economic development 
strategy. Big Stone Gap was riddled with high unemployment and a declining economy. 
For decades, the town had relied on outsiders, such as the coal company or textile plant, 
to provide jobs. When these industries pulled out of town, Big Stone Gap looked at itself 
and what it had to offer, and it decided to build a new economic underpinning based on 
its local assets and opportunities. “We had to help people think about economic 
development in a new way,” Geneva O’Quinn said. Entrepreneurship is all about 
identifying opportunities and figuring out ways to create value for a customer. In Big 
Stone Gap, the ecotourism assets around town were brimming with opportunity. Over a 
period of six years, entrepreneurs harvested these opportunities, and slowly but surely, 
new small businesses started appearing in town – new businesses with local ownership 
and local roots. In terms of its long-term prospects, Big Stone Gap is well under way in 
transforming its economy to one driven by local assets and leaders, one much less 
vulnerable to major economic shocks from circumstances outside of its control. 

• Entrepreneurs need a flexible and multi-faceted support network. Entrepreneurs have 
unique needs. A single organization in a small town will never be able to support the 
broad range of needs that entrepreneurs face on a daily basis. Creating a network of 
services, however informal, is a viable strategy for supporting the needs of local 
entrepreneurs. In Big Stone Gap, the town linked entrepreneurs to the specific expertise 
of HATA, the local community college, the small business development center and the 
community development lending entity.  

• In small towns, community development is economic development. Both Hayesville and 
Bakersville demonstrate that community development projects, aimed at creating public 
infrastructure (both built and abstract), can lead to economic outcomes. The development 
of a creek walk in Bakersville has been credited with the creation of new businesses on 
Main Street. The mountain bike trail and Pioneer Village projects in Hayesville are 
intended to increase tourism traffic and provide entrepreneurial opportunities for new 
business development. Informal organizations and partnership development in both 
communities have made it possible for economic development to occur. Small projects 
can build momentum and partnership for facing larger challenges. The evolution of 
CCCRA is a perfect example of beginning with small, "low-hanging fruit" projects to 
demonstrate the capacity for change. CCCRA started in 1996, when a local resident 
named Glen Love decided to clean and paint the awnings around the Hayesville town 
square. This effort led to a music event on the square, which the community par layed 



into a number of other events and celebrations. In small towns, small steps can lead to 
giant strides. 

• Heritage, culture and history are economic development assets. Events and celebrations 
in Bakersville and Hayesville tend to be centered on an element of heritage. Antique cars, 
local cuisine and story-telling are all aspects of heritage. Each of these communities 
demonstrates a means for taking the local heritage from a particular region and 
leveraging it for economic gain, in this case tourism dollars. 

• Look for opportunity in adversity. In both towns, volunteer-led organizations developed 
in response to palpable economic hardship. BIG (in Bakersville) came together and 
gained momentum after the flood in 1998. "The flood in 1998 brought the citizens of 
Bakersville closer than ever before," Mayor Vines said. CCCRA (in Hayesville) was at 
least a partial response to the dramatic up-tick in retiree and vacation home development. 

• Small groups of committed residents can jump-start development in small towns. Both 
BIG and CCCRA are ad-hoc volunteer organizations that, over time, have become the 
primary drivers of economic development in their respective communities. Both 
organizations started with a small group of committed residents willing to volunteer time 
toward making something happen in their community. 

• Downtown revitalization can be an effective economic development strategy. While every 
small town hopes for a large economic development project that results in hundreds of 
new jobs, downtown revitalization can facilitate the growth of existing small businesses 
and create conditions for additional growth engines. Downtown revitalization is also a 
means to building partnerships and trust among community leaders so that when a big 
opportunity does come along, the community is ready to act. 

• Economic development requires a comprehensive rather than piecemeal approach. 
Ayden made several unsuccessful attempts to re-inject energy into downtown. According 
to Chris Padgett, this failure may have been because the limited scope of previous 
projects. In 1990, for example, Ayden’s chamber set up a marketing campaign to promote 
downtown business. In a separate effort five years later, the chamber tried to improve the 
downtown streetscape. In each case, the effort was splintered and never dealt with the full 
range of downtown challenges. Through the Main Street Program, Ayden is tackling a 
range of issues, from small business development and business recruitment, to downtown 
streetscapes and façade grants. “In one form or another, our town has tried to revitalize,” 
Padgett said, “but never have we undergone a more comprehensive revitalization than 
right now.” By forging such a broad approach, Ayden’s officials and citizens will be able 
to better address the complex issues facing their downtown. 

• Connecting with state or national resources to support community development efforts 
can make the difference. Through the N.C. Main Street Program, Ayden tapped into 
resources and an approach to downtown revitalization that moved forward more quickly, 
and with more success, than the community could achieve on its own. 

• Leadership development is economic development. Allendale’s strategy -- to cultivate 
local leadership -- resulted in a cadre of new and well-connected leaders, many of whom 
became influential in initiating local community and economic development efforts. In 
fact, the institute estimates that more than $9 million in grant funding has been awarded 



to projects in Allendale because of the initiative of new local leaders. One former student 
alone raised more than $1 million to fund a new county health services building in nearby 
Barnwell County. In many rural communities where leaders are few and far between, a 
capacity building strategy such as leadership development can be a viable strategy for 
long-term economic development. 

• Leadership development can be a tool for bridging social divides. Developing new 
leaders in small towns is one way to begin dealing with difficult issues that may be 
standing in the way of development. The Salkehatchie Leadership Institute was an 
incubator for a diverse community development organization called Allendale County 
ALIVE. ALIVE initiated a local process to openly address race and seek community-
wide solutions to issues. “Allendale is one of the few communities I’ve seen that hasn’t 
been afraid to address racial issues and move forward together,” said Bill Molnar, 
associate program director of Clemson University’s Institute for Economic and 
Community Development. 

• Local colleges are assets for small town community and economic development. The 
Salkehatchie Leadership Institute was created through a partnership of Allendale, 
neighboring towns, the state and the University of South Carolina. Housing the institute 
on a local campus was helpful, both in terms of securing funding for the program and 
access to professional expertise in the field of leadership development. Local leaders can 
look to local or regional higher education institutions to support their town’s efforts to 
develop local leaders or create new businesses.  

 


