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I. BACKGROUND

Since it’s inception as the Asheville Initiative in 1991, Advantage Asheville (AA) has been at the forefront of Asheville and Buncombe County’s economic development activities. The public-private partnership’s current scope of work consists of the marketing and attraction of new business to the area; retention and business services to existing business and industry; and the coordination of workforce training and career development programs.

Though faced with various challenges over the years, the organization ably adapted its plan of action to meet the needs of the ever-changing local business environment. For more than 14 years, the input and expertise from numerous public and private community leaders has provided for the development of clearly defined economic and workforce development programs. The successful execution of these programs has provided measurable outcomes resulting in positive growth throughout the Asheville area, despite consistent challenges retaining manufacturing jobs. 
In 1999, Advantage Asheville was expanded to include the revenue needed to construct a new Visitors Center and Chamber offices.
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Conditions throughout the Asheville area continue to change as it is faced with ongoing challenges, including plant closings, rising healthcare costs, the need for more affordable housing, balancing environmental interests with economic development, and the changing “face” of approaches to economic enhancement.  The Board leadership and staff of the Asheville Area Chamber of Commerce recognize the issues facing the business community and the importance of continuing aggressive and thorough economic and workforce development programs. 
Resource Development Group, Inc. (RDG) was selected to conduct a Community Assessment to answer programmatic and funding questions that will assist Advantage Asheville in the strategic development and implementation of programs for the next five years. 
Throughout the assessment process, RDG used a questionnaire specifically developed for the Advantage Asheville program to help guide the interview process. This questionnaire was used to gather pertinent information during one-on-one interviews conducted by an RDG representative with more than 55 private and public sector leaders throughout Asheville and Buncombe County. See Appendix A – Assessment Questionnaire 

The assessment interviews were conducted during June, July and August of 2005 and the results of that process are contained herein.

II. ASSIGNMENT

Resource Development Group, Inc. was retained by the Asheville Area Chamber of Commerce for the following:

Conduct a minimum of forty interviews with public and private sector leaders to determine the following:

· Depth of understanding and support for the proposed Advantage Asheville economic and workforce development agenda.
· Test the brand identity of the “Advantage Asheville” name in relation to its mission.

· Test support for a new five year funding cycle.  

· Test a total public-private sector funding goal of $3.75-4 million, which includes supplemental program funding, as well as $1 million additional dollars for the Visitors Center.
· Identify principal sources of potential funding.
· Identify potential leadership for a funding campaign.

Review possible building and programmatic funding campaign approaches based on findings from the interview process.
Define the elements of a possible funding campaign including strategy, timing and

approach.

The results of this Assessment are summarized herein:
III.
METHODOLOGY

Resource Development Group experience – 

· Participation in formulation and budgetary funding of over eighty (80) economic and community development organizations throughout the country.  Collectively, these total more than $400 million in operating capital.

· Familiarity with numerous economic and community development programs throughout the United States.

· Educational foundations and background with expertise in economic development and marketing.

Background information provided by the staff and board leadership of the Asheville Area Chamber.

Individual interviews with over 60 strategically identified private and public sector leaders from throughout Asheville and Buncombe County. See Appendix C -- Leadership Interviews

The Assessment focused on:

· Leadership perceptions of economic and workforce development activity and the role of AA in these processes. 

· Identifying challenges that will need to be overcome to enhance the environment to further AA’s efforts.

· Identification of leadership for a funding effort.

· Testing the viability of a funding campaign to raise sufficient funds for a five year budget.

IV.
FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

In general, there is strong support for the Advantage Asheville program and the acknowledgement that its efforts have produced positive outcomes for the community. Further, the consensus is clear that the program is best positioned to develop and implement aggressive and focused economic and workforce development activities for Asheville and Buncombe County. 
From the Assessment process, a number of themes emerged presenting challenges that must be addressed in order to maintain or enhance financial support for Advantage Asheville. If these can be addressed and implemented in a proactive and positive approach, RDG believes sufficient funds can be secured to sustain the anticipated program needs.
ISSUE #1:  Communication/ Investor Relations
Key Questions / Challenges:  
Has Advantage Asheville done an adequate job in informing its investor on the specific program of work, including; benchmarks, goals/objectives and expected outcomes? Has Advantage Asheville done an adequate job in communicating the success and challenges of the program in an effective and timely manor?
Findings and Conclusions:  
The discussion of communication in over 90% of the interviews can be divided into two areas:

1. Educating the investor

· More than 65% of those interviewed did not have a specific understanding of the economic or workforce development functions of the program, how it operates, who is involved and how it interacts with other development agencies at the city, county, regional and state level.

2. Ongoing communications
· Over 70% of those interviewed felt Advantage Asheville could do a better job in regular communication to the investor.

· This relates specifically to additional efforts to communicate with and generally recognize Advantage Asheville investors because they have gone “above and beyond” normal dues-paying support of the Chamber.

It is important to note this is a common challenge experienced in many markets with chamber led economic development programs.  Many interviewed cited the high quality of communication they receive from the chamber; however, they could not distinguish many aspects of the Advantage Asheville programming specifically, with the notable exception of the new building.  In other words, it was difficult for many to indicate specific results attributable to their Advantage Asheville investment.  This does not mean they are questioning the programs value, but rather that lines that were very clear at the beginning have blurred.  


“I really can’t tell you how my money was used”

“I feel very good about the Chamber.  They do an excellent job and are highly professional.  Don’t ask me to tell you what AA pays for though because I can’t.”

“It’s probably my fault.  I am sure they (AA/Chamber) are talking to me, I’m just not listening.”

Recommendations:

Immediate:

1. Develop a flow chart depicting prospect handling for a “typical” expansion or relocation to the Asheville area.

2. Develop a matrix that visually explains and defines Advantage Asheville’s role in economic development vis-à-vis other economic development agencies operating in the region, namely Advantage West and the State of North Carolina, but also including the city and county.
3. Develop a matrix that visually explains AA’s role in workforce development, specifically defining AA’s role and how it interacts with the local school systems, career centers and Community College.
4. Develop an AA page(s) on the website to recognize investors and to provide a place to list program information.

Ongoing:

1. Develop a comprehensive marketing plan for ongoing communication, reporting to investors and expanding community recognition, including:

· Newsletter

· Email updates

· Regular article in Business Section of the Citizen Times highlighting an aspect of the program

· Website updates

· Outdoor advertising

2. Look for opportunities at regular Chamber functions to promote and publicize the AA program and its investors.  
ISSUE #2:  New Chamber of Commerce & Visitor Center Building
Key Questions / Challenges:
 Will the investor base and the greater community support, as part of the Advantage Asheville funding effort, an additional $1 million to retire the debt on the new Chamber/Visitor Center building?
Findings and Conclusions:


The findings on this issue were clearly defined by those involved directly with the last funding effort and those that were not. Those involved had a general understanding of the financial situation and understood the need for the additional $1 million. Those less involved had many questions in regard to why the project is short on funding.   With some exceptions, these lines are very clear, with those investing at larger levels in AA III being more supportive of additional funds for the building.
An additional underlying theme among a large portion of the interview pool was a general desire to refocus AA back to its original “scope” of economic development and workforce.
When asked if it would help to “separate” the building from any upcoming AA funding initiative, over 70% indicated a favorable reaction.

“I thought the building was done.”


“More money for the building could be a problem.”

“We understand the way these things work.  It doesn’t really concern me that more funds are needed.”

“Whatever it takes, we need to make sure the building is done right.  It’s a crown jewel for Asheville.”

Recommendations:

Allow AA investors to direct dollars to specific programming.  In addition, emphasize the programmatic components of economic development in work-force to help remind investors and prospects of AA’s primary scope of work.  Finally, approach a select group of investors for special, targeted building support.  
ISSUE #3:  Building Naming Opportunities
Key Questions / Challenges:

Is it viable for the Chamber to sell naming opportunities in the new facility?
Findings and Conclusions:

This issue raised more questions than answers.  Clearly, there is confusion over the status of “naming rights” in the building. In discussions with some investors, there was recollection that naming opportunities had been offered in the last funding effort but no specific recollection of what may have been “bought”.  Records from the previous campaign indicate naming rights were offered but the price was too high for individual investors.  See Appendix B -- Naming Opportunities 
Further research and discussions with current and former Chamber staff and board leaders confirmed that this may have been the case.
When asked about the opportunity to purchase naming rights, the general reception was less than enthusiastic; however, there is interest among a small group of investment prospects.  
“We have already named something so why would we put our name on something else?” (It is important to note not one interviewee was able to pinpoint what specifically they may have “named”).
“I think our company might be interested in some additional exposure.”

“This will just make us a target for solicitations from other groups around town.”
“We raised over $4 million for the building, now we need another $1 million, and then you are going to come back and ask me to do even more so I can ‘name’ something.  That strikes me as overkill and I don’t think it will sit well with this company.”

“I know we put our name on something.  I can’t remember what, but I know it was something.”

Recommendation:


The possible solicitation of naming opportunities presents a major challenge for any AA funding initiative.  A conclusion must be drawn that enables the Chamber to move forward and is a win-win for all involved. This issue must also be considered in regard to the larger effort at hand of funding the $1 million for the building and the approximate $2.0 million minimum need for AA supplemental programming.  
Our recommendation is to update and “re-price” the Naming Opportunities offered in the previous campaign.  
Naming Opportunities then can be offered to any organization that invested a total of $50,000 or more to the last campaign (total of 12).  Any organization investing a minimum of $50,000 to this campaign can also be offered a naming opportunity AFTER the aforementioned are exhausted.  Combination of investments in AA III & IV will determine a respective company’s eligibility for a specific Naming Opportunity.  
We believe this option presents the fairest, least controversial mechanism for addressing this issue.  It acknowledges past support by honoring those that “stepped-up” on the building campaign.  It reflects the interview pool in the sense that all of those indicating they had “named” something contributed at least $50,000 to the last campaign.  Finally, it provides incentive for participation in AA IV.  
ISSUE #4:  Cleary Defined Program of Work
Key Questions / Challenges:
 

Clearly define and present the proposed programs of work in regard to economic and workforce development.
Findings and Conclusions:


This issue could be categorized as a subset of Issue #1. Less than 10% of respondents questioned the programs being administered; however, more than 70%  requested more detailed information regarding activities, results and added value.  In addition, there is a growing constituency that is questioning the continued relevance of efforts focused on attracting manufacturing firms to the area.

“Why are we still chasing manufacturing jobs?  That is not our future.”

“Asheville is unique.  We are not like the rest of North Carolina.  High tech is our future and we should adjust our programming to reflect that.”
“We need to do a better job of explaining why a strong manufacturing base continues to be important.”
“The HUB Project is critically important.  It will re-define our approach to economic development.”

Recommendation:  

It is imperative that a clearly defined program of work be offered as part of the funding effort.  It will not be enough to simply highlight areas of emphasis as has been done in past campaigns.  It will also be important to explain why AA is pursuing certain types of jobs.  Specific components need to include:
· Specific activities

· Related measurable benchmarks

· Cost of implementation

· Matrices reflecting relevant relationships and key objectives of other related organizations (addressed in Issue #1)
· Specific reference to the Chamber’s/AA’s role in implementing HUB Project recommendations.
ISSUE #5:  Brand Identity of “Advantage Asheville” 
Key Questions / Challenges:

Has the Asheville Area Chamber developed brand name recognition with Advantage Asheville? Is Advantage Asheville recognized as the economic development organization for Asheville and Buncombe County by its name alone?
Findings and Conclusions:

Although the name Advantage Asheville has developed some brand identity in regard to economic development, there is still a considerable number of those interviewed that either did not make the connection or felt it in no way reflected the organizations mission. 10% of those interviewed only recognized the name “Advantage Asheville” as a building campaign.  22% could not distinguish between Advantage Asheville and Advantage West.  An additional 35% understood there are two distinct organizations but were unable to articulate “who does what”.
Over 60% of those interviewed had been involved with AA in the past and had a general association with the name and the organizations mission. In large part they felt there was some brand identity that had been developed. These individuals felt that the name was fine and that time and money should not be spent on a new name. In most cases, though, they did feel it was appropriate to add a tag line or identifier that would help draw the correlation to economic and workforce development. Examples are listed below under recommendations.
On the other hand, about 40% of those interviewed had little or no involvement in AA and generally felt the name meant nothing in regard to its mission. Further, they felt the name was confusing with regard to Advantage West. Some were even under the impression they were one in the same. The conclusion drawn from this group was that the name would be fine if there was a tag line or identifier that would make the connection to AA’s efforts so to differentiate it from Advantage West.
“I really don’t know the difference between Advantage West and Advantage Asheville”

“People know Advantage Asheville.  They may not be able to say exactly what it is but they have heard of it and its image is positive.”

“I always thought they were the same organization”

“We have more important things to spend money on then changing the name.”

“My only connection to Advantage Asheville is the building campaign”

Recommendations:
Keep the “Advantage Asheville” name along with an identifier, such as “2010” and develop a tag line that will further enhance the brand identity through the comprehensive marketing plan that is to be developed and implemented under Issue #1: Communication. Secondly, as mentioned in Issue #2, separate the building funding efforts from the AA program funding efforts to bring the focus of AA back to its original mission of economic and workforce development.
Sample Tag Lines:
Promoting Positive Economic Growth for Asheville and Buncombe County

The Asheville Areas Business Resource
Asheville and Buncombe County’s Economic and Workforce Development Resource
ISSUE #6:  Funding Goal
Key Questions / Challenges:
 

Will the current investor base support a funding effort of $3.75 to 4 million spread over 5 years?
Findings and Conclusions:


When establishing the goal for an organization that has been through more than one funding cycle, a key component is the assessment of the top investors from previous campaigns. Based on their past funding, coupled with the one-on-one interviews, we are able to gauge their future investment and establish a goal that is both aggressive and attainable.
Recommendation:
The track record of top investors in all three previous AA initiatives has been consistent.  In all three campaigns, the top 15 companies have accounted for between 60% and 75% of the total dollars raised.  This becomes a good benchmark for projecting future funding potential.  

Based on our analysis of past investment trends, coupled with the results of the assessment, and our analysis of additional Naming Opportunity potential, RDG recommends a funding goal of $3.5 million.  Our campaign timeline can be found at Appendix C – Campaign Timeline. 
ISSUE #7:  Leadership Structure
Key Questions / Challenges:
 

What is the best and most effective way to structure a leadership team for the Advantage Asheville funding effort?
Findings and Conclusions:


Based on the success and positive image of the Chamber and its programs, we do not foresee that there will be any issue in securing leadership who are willing to put their name behind the new AA efforts. 
Recommendation:

RDG recommends the following leadership structure for the AA funding effort:
Kitchen Cabinet:

This group will consist of 6 -10 members and will work closely with RDG during the campaign as an oversight group. RDG will be respectful of their time and use them on an as needed basis. This group will be asked to:

· Attend regular campaign update meetings.

· Assist with general advice and input in regard to campaign progress, prospects, or other areas of need.

· Make contact with investor/prospects on an as needed basis to assist in making introductions, close pendings, etc.

Steering Committee:

This group will consist of 15-25 members and would be more of the “public face” of the campaign. These are individuals that lend credibility and will endorse the campaign by the use of their name and picture in campaign material. These individuals would also be asked to attend key functions throughout the campaign.
Key members of the Steering Committee could make up the Kitchen Cabinet.
APPENDIX A:
Assessment Questionnaire
ASSESSMENT OF ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Asheville Area Chamber of Commerce

Advantage Asheville IV
DISCUSSION POINTS
Input from business and community leaders is very important at this time as Advantage Asheville! and the Asheville Area Chamber of Commerce is working on strategies to diversify the local economy.  As a leader in the community, your personal, candid and confidential comments in the following areas will be extremely helpful in crafting the programs final strategies for the next five years.

1. What is your understanding of how the economic development efforts of Advantage Asheville operate?

2. What is your general impression of its economic development operation? How would you rate its effectiveness? (Very Effective, Somewhat Effective, Not Effective)

3. Do you feel that Advantage Asheville has been successful in meeting its previously outlined goals and objectives over the last several years?

4. Do you feel Advantage Asheville is effective in communicating with its investors on a regular basis? If not, how often would you like to be communicated with and in what format would you prefer (letter, newsletter, email, etc.)?

5. In your view, what are the priority issues/problems which currently impact Asheville’s economic growth potential? Which local organizations should be responsible or are best positioned to effectively implement solutions to these issues/problems?

ISSUES/PROBLEMS




ORGANIZATION

A.)

B.)

C.)

D.)

6. What are your thoughts regarding the proper role and responsibilities of Advantage Asheville as they relate to our areas economic development efforts?

7. What are your thoughts in regard to the role of other local organizations to influence important economic development issues and with whom should specific responsibilities lie?

ISSUES





LEAD ORGANIZATION(S)
· Image Enhancement








· Strategic/Land Use Planning







· Workforce Development/Training






· Marketing Efforts
 








· New Business Recruitment







· Retention and Expansion Support







· Product Development (Business and 

Industrial Parks)









· Retail Attraction









· Other Initiatives









8. What are the key measurements, benchmarks and return on investment criteria that you would like to see incorporated to grade Advantage Asheville? 

9. Which of these economic development initiatives will deliver the most return/benefit to your industry/business?

· Image Enhancement









· Strategic/Land Use Planning








· Workforce Development/Training







· Marketing Efforts









· New Business Recruitment








· Existing Industry and Expansion Support






· Product Development (Industrial Parks/Sites)






(Please apply the following benefit rating: 1 – High……… 9 – Low)

10. What are the most important issues that will impact your business over the next 3 to 5 years?
11. What is your opinion in regard to the programs name, Advantage Asheville? Do you feel the Chamber has developed a brand identity throughout the community? Should the Chamber continue with this as the programs name?

12. Advantage Asheville has developed at an initial budgetary goal of $3.75-4 million to support its economic development efforts over the next 5 years. Based on your knowledge of the organization and the community, do you feel this is an attainable goal?

13. The new Visitor Center and Chamber of Commerce Building was a key component of the last funding initiative. If $1 million of this new initiative was designated for the completion and debt retirement of the building, is that something that you would support as part of the new Advantage Asheville effort? 

14. Do you feel others in the community would support this additional funding for the building?

15. Would you provide the names of some key business and community leaders who you would recommend we ask to serve as a member of our Campaign leadership team?

16. Are there any key business or community leaders that you feel we must talk with during this assessment?

17. Do you have any other issues in regard to Advantage Asheville that you would like to discuss?

APPENDIX B:
Naming Opportunities
NEW CHAMBER AND VISITOR CENTER BUILDING
Chamber Building
$1,500,000

Visitor Center
$1,000,000

The Plaza Address (Chamber Bldg. Address)
$750,000

Board Room
$500,000

Theater
$500,000

Economic Development Briefing Room
$300,000

Meeting Room
$150,000

Smaller Meeting Room
$100,000

Deck
$100,000

Courtyard
$100,000

Gift Shop
$100,000

Elevator
$100,000

Offices
$50,000

APPENDIX C:
Leadership Interviews
	AdvantageWest
	Owen, Mark

	APAC-Atlantic, Inc. The Asheville Division
	Dorsey, Tom

	Arby's Restaurants/The Winning Team
	Brumit, Janice

	Asheville Area Arts Council
	Crowther, Adrienne

	Asheville Board of REALTORS®
	West, David

	Asheville Citizen-Times Publishing Company
	Smith, Virgil

	Asheville Merchants Corporation
	Hallmark, Tom

	Asheville Regional Airport Authority
	Edwards, David

	Asheville-Buncombe Technical Community College
	Bailey, K. Ray

	Bank of America
	Miller, Sabrina

	Bank of Asheville
	Greenwood, Gordon

	BB&T (Branch Banking & Trust Company)
	Willett, Michael

	BellSouth
	Spooner, LaVoy

	Beverly-Grant, Inc.
	Grant, F. Jerry

	Beverly-Hanks & Associates, REALTORS
	Hanks, Jr., W. Neal

	Biltmore Farms, Inc.
	Cecil, John F. A. V.

	Blue Ridge Bone & Joint Clinic, P.A.
	Johnson, Ruth

	Buncombe Construction Co. Inc.
	Pritchard, Scott

	Buncombe County
	Greene, Wanda

	CarePartners
	Charles (Chat) Norvell

	Charter Communications
	Jackson, Sabrina

	Coca-Cola Bottling Co. Consolidated
	Beard, Gary

	Coldwell Banker Kasey & Associates
	Kasey, Mike

	Colton Groome & Company
	Roegner, John

	Eaton Corporation
	Haltiwanger, Charles

	Fairway Outdoor Advertising
	Graves, Terry

	First Citizens Bank & Trust Company
	Roberts, Bob

	HomeTrust Bank
	Dana Stonestreet

	Hutton Vincent Williamson McLean Insurance Group
	Vincent, Jerry

	Janirve Foundation
	Dyson, E. Charles

	McGuire, Wood & Bissette, PA
	Bissette, W. Louis

	Medical Action Industries, Inc.
	Carlson, Steve

	Mission Hospitals
	Damore, Joe

	Mountain Neurological Center, P.A.
	Heatherly, Steve

	National Wiper Alliance, Inc.
	Slosman, Jeff

	Owen Blankets - Division of Springs Industries, Inc.
	Owen III, Charles D.

	Padgett & Freeman Architects, PA
	Freeman, Michael

	Patla, Straus, Robinson & Moore, PA
	Robinson, Robert

	Pepsi Cola Bottling Co. of Asheville
	Teeter, John

	Plasticard-Locktech International
	Pigg, Jeff

	Progress Energy
	Sipes, Robert

	R. Stanford Webb Agency, Inc.
	Webb, Laura

	RBC Centura Bank
	Phelan, Melissa

	Sonopress, LLC. a Bertelsmann Company
	Wilde, Jim

	Southeastern Container, Inc.
	Yanik, Michelle

	Square D Company
	Hurley, Richard

	The Biltmore Company
	Cecil, William

	The Grove Park Inn Resort & Spa
	Madison, Craig

	TSAChoice, Inc.
	Arledge, Bill

	Tyco Valves & Controls
	Calvert-Ray, Judith

	U.S. Cellular
	Porter, Paige

	Van Winkle, Buck, Wall, Starnes and Davis PA
	Harris, Larry

	Wachovia Bank, N.A.
	Ferguson, Ernest

	Wal-Mart Super Center
	Swingle, Joe

	WLOS/WBSC-TV
	Conners, Jack


APPENDIX C:
Campaign Timeline

Asheville Area Chamber of Commerce

Advantage Asheville

	Phase I

August-September 2005

· Identify and recruit campaign leadership

· Complete prospect identification, screening and rating

· Develop and produce campaign materials

· Solicit top tier prospects
	Phase II

October 2005-March 2006
· Secure benchmark commitments

· Selected leadership functions

· Intense solicitation of all business sectors and selected individuals

· Kick-off in conjunction with new building ribbon cutting

· Complete all initial meetings and presentations

· Solicit entire existing investor base

· Solicit new investor prospects
	          Phase III

April-May 2006
· Follow up and closure

· Close out function?

· Records hand-off

· Initiate investor relations
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