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INTRODUCTION
NC Tomorrow is an initiative of the North Carolina Association of Regional Councils in partnership 
with the US Economic Development Administration and the US Department of Housing and Urban 
Development through the North Carolina Department of Commerce’s Community Assistance Division.

OTHER CONTRIBUTING 
PARTNERS INCLUDE: 

» The National Association 
of Development 
Organizations (NADO)

» The National Association 
of Regional Councils 
(NARC)

» The North Carolina Rural 
Economic Development 
Center 

» Duke Energy

As part of this initiative, North Carolina’s regional councils prepared 
uniform Regional Comprehensive Economic Development Strategies 
(CEDS) designed to identify regional priorities for economic and com-
munity development. The regional plans served as the foundation for 
a statewide Strategy for Comprehensive Community and Economic 
Development intended to function as a blueprint for state efforts to 
“Build Communities for Tomorrow’s Jobs.”

A number of state rankings rate North Carolina favorably as a 
place for doing business. For example, the state ranks very highly 
in the popular state rankings produced by CEO Magazine (#3)1, 
Forbes Best States for Business (#4)2, Site Selection magazine (#5)3, 
and Area Development magazine (#7)4. These general business 
climate rankings take into account a broad range of factors, and as 
a result tend to reflect a state’s various strengths and challenges. 

Several common themes emerge from these rankings. 
For instance, North Carolina tends to score low when 
it comes to several tax-related issues such as its sales 
tax, individual income taxes, and tax rates on capital 
investments. At the same time, it scores relatively well 
in terms of available industrial sites, labor climate, 
transportation infrastructure, and general business-
friendly climate.

It is important to note that these kinds of rankings depend 
on what the researcher prioritizes, what data they use, 
and how they construct their analysis. The reports cited 
above which score North Carolina favorably emphasize 
the general business climate, but those rankings that 
place greater emphasis on state capacity for science, 

1	   http://chiefexecutive.net/north-carolina-is-the-3rd-best-state-for-business-2012 

2	   http://www.forbes.com/places/nc/ 

3	   http://www.siteselection.com/issues/2013/may/top-comp-states.cfm 

4	   http://www.insideindianabusiness.com/contributors.asp?id=2109

5	   http://statetechandscience.org/
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technology and innovation rank North Carolina much lower. For instance, 
the Milken Institute’s State Technology and Science Index5 ranks North 
Carolina 21st in the nation, and the Information Technology and Innovation 
Foundation’s 2012 State New Economy Index6 ranks North Carolina 25th. 

Clearly, North Carolina still has significant work to do in order to compete 
effectively in today’s global marketplace.  North Carolina’s unemployment 
rate has improved significantly over the past year. In December 2013, the 
state’s unemployment rate was 6.9 percent; a significantly lower figure than 
the 9.4 percent unemployment rate from the prior December. Yet in spite of 
this positive trend, the size of the workforce declined by 110,000 during that 
same period (December 2012-December 2013)7.  This indicates that too many 
North Carolinians are not finding employment opportunities and have given 
up looking for work. Moreover, per capita income also remains relatively low, 
as the state ranks 39th nationwide.8 North Carolina has numerous strengths, 

but in order to maintain and build on those strengths it must address many 
challenges.

This document lays out challenges that North Carolina needs to overcome 
to realize its goal of a more robust economy and recommends strategies for 
addressing these challenges. This document synthesizes the challenges and 
strategies identified in the State’s 16 Regional Councils’ CEDS documents.  
This resulting statewide Strategy for Comprehensive Community and 
Economic Development does not include every regional CEDS strategy, but 
rather highlights the common challenges and strategies that could make 
a discernible difference on the state’s over all economic prosperity and 
competitiveness. In addition, this document offers some recommended 
Statewide Policies for North Carolina that emerged as the work was being 
accomplished to develop the Statewide Strategy.

6	   http://www.itif.org/publications/2012-state-new-economy-index 

7	   US Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment Statistics

8	   US Bureau of Economic Analysis, Local Area Personal Income Statistics, 2012
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In order to facilitate the development of a statewide Strategy for Comprehensive Commu-
nity and Economic Development, the Association developed strategies around four broad 
goals:

1.	 Build on each Region’s Competitive Advantages and Leverage the Marketplace 
2.	 Establish and Maintain a Robust Regional Infrastructure
3.	 Create Revitalized, Healthy and Vibrant Communities
4.	 Develop Talented and Innovative People

The NC Tomorrow initiative identified the challenges that must be overcome to achieve the-
se goals, as well as the strategies identified by the various stakeholders, including planning 
and economic development professionals, non-profits, local elected officials and the priva-
te sector community throughout the state’s regions.  This created a bottom-up as well as a 
top-down process in developing the plan.

1: Build on the Region’s Competitive Advantages and Leverage the Marketplace

Several areas of the state are globally recognized for their business and industry clusters 
(e.g., Charlotte’s Finance cluster and the Research Triangle’s Information Technology clus-
ter). However, the benefits emerging from these clusters are not felt equally across the 
state, as many regions, especially rural areas, do not have adequate assets to build these 
clusters or they do not have the capacity to maximize the potential of their economic de-
velopment assets. 

Recommended Statewide Policy

To achieve true prosperity, North Carolina successfully coordinates efforts to build, grow 
and maintain robust, competitive areas of proficiency and innovation throughout the 
state. 

This strategy supports the continued evolution of existing clusters within the state as 
employers. It is also aimed at supporting disruptive technologies and business models that 
could help North Carolina firms leapfrog their global competitors.  

Targeting the State’s Growth Clusters
Recognized statewide targets currently include the following industry clusters:
•	 Defense and homeland security/aerospace
•	 Tourism (e.g., art, entertainment, outdoor recreation and related industries)
•	 Transportation equipment, industrial machinery, machining 
•	 Electronics and instruments
•	 Financial and information services
•	 Energy
•	 Life sciences (including pharmaceutical manufacturing) and related health informatics
•	 Food processing and value-added agribusiness

Promoting Disruptive Advantages to Create Growth Opportunities 
“Beyond Clusters”

While the cluster targets provide a strong foundation on which to 
continue building the existing economy, North Carolina leaders 
recognize that many noteworthy growth opportunities will rely on 
emerging technologies or transformational business models rather 
than just continuing to build the state‘s existing industry clusters.  
Companies in almost any industry may gain a competitive advantage 
by developing new products or market niches in a wide variety of 
areas.  For instance, state leaders have identified tremendous growth 
potential for companies capable of leveraging new technologies in 
emerging areas including:

•	 video modeling and gaming
•	 nanomaterials
•	 pervasive computing

These technological shifts have the potential to create new business 
models for almost every industry, from construction and manufactu-
ring to product distribution to business services and healthcare to a 
variety of other supporting services.  Because the impacts of these 
disruptive technologies are not restricted to companies in any spe-
cific industry or cluster, it is vital that North Carolina and its compa-
nies gain a competitive edge in the commercial application of these 
technologies and the business model shifts they imply. 

•	 digital design
•	 advanced materials 
•	 rapid prototyping  
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2: Establish and Maintain a Robust Regional Infrastructure:

North Carolina has many infrastructure assets on which to build, including several 
major airports, six interstate highways, and broadband assets throughout much 
of the state. For these and other infrastructure assets to contribute to the state’s 
overall economic competitiveness, strategic investments must be made to ensure 
that these assets are maintained and expanded.

Recommended Statewide Policy

To remain competitive in a growing global economy, North Carolina makes the 
revitalization and improvement of state and local infrastructure a priority for 
funding.

While North Carolina has many infrastructure assets, the full capacity of its infra-
structure has not been fully realized. North Carolina will become more competitive 
when businesses, entrepreneurs and residents are able to make use of a well-coor-
dinated and robust regional transportation, water/sewer/gas, broadband, housing, 
energy and natural environment infrastructures such as national parks and forests.   

North Carolina must focus on making strategically important investments in its 
infrastructure to ensure that it is best able to leverage its physical and talent as-
sets. Providing productive workplaces – with state of the art broadband, the most 
energy-efficient buildings, and high quality amenities – will ensure that North 
Carolina’s people are the most dynamic in the world.   Moving goods and informa-
tion efficiently are vital to accessing markets, moving workers, and maintaining 
cost-competitive production of products or services.

3: Create Revitalized, Healthy and Vibrant Communities: 

Although North Carolina has many thriving cities and towns, there remain 
places throughout the state that are experiencing declining downtowns and 
outmigration of people.

Recommended Statewide Policy

To meet the needs of employers and residents alike, North Carolina strives to 
increase the number of healthy and dynamic communities. 

To thrive and prosper, both urban and rural communities must actively build 
on unique advantages to revitalize and/or maintain their city and town centers. 
This will require not only creating environments where businesses want to 
locate, but also as places where people of all ages want to spend time perso-
nally and professionally. 

North Carolina will need to identify main streets that offer potential as com-
munity centers, job centers, and residential centers.  Targeting resources to 
these places is smart investment.  It builds on an existing infrastructure that is 
often underutilized.   It recognizes the productivity improvements that can be 
achieved by encouraging companies to work near one another – through the 
opportunities for greater collaboration, through the amenity assets that can 
help workers be more prolific, as well as the shared learning that happens from 
close community ties.  Finally, it recognizes changing consumer preferences as 
more workers and families continue to try to satisfy their preference for either 
urban amenities or small town living.
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4: Develop Talented and Innovative People:

Despite historically high unemployment rates, many employers across the state have expe-
rienced difficulty in finding, recruiting, and hiring the kinds of skilled workers the compa-
nies need to be competitive.  For some employers, the challenge is finding individuals with 
basic work readiness skills.  For others, the challenge is finding individuals with applied 
technical skills to maintain a competitive edge.  For others still, the challenge is finding 
workers with the ability to understand the company and its mission, adapt to a changing 
workplace, and anticipate customer demands even before the customer realizes they have 
a need.  Companies increasingly turn to the higher education system to meet this workforce 
need, but not always successfully.  So, companies also search for the types of workers they 
need in a national and even global marketplace.

Recommended Statewide Policy

Workforce is a key competitive asset for 21st Century businesses, and North Carolina 
strives to prepare the flexible, entrepreneurial, globally-oriented, and skilled workers 
sought by employers.  

North Carolina has an incredible asset base on which to build a globally competitive talent 
pipeline.  The state has a high-quality university system, a nationally-recognized commu-
nity college system, and an improving public secondary school system.  These systems are 
becoming more “demand-driven” (meaning that the educational systems are recognizing 
that they are preparing the future generation of North Carolina workers so they should 
become more focused on the needs of the state’s employers),  but these institutions have 
far to go.  The community colleges are probably furthest along in their efforts to be more 
industry-focused in their curriculums, but they have many public financial incentives to fo-
cus a large portion of their mission on articulating general college education and fewer in-
centives to provide the kinds of career and technical education that companies increasingly 

demand.  The state’s universities are also beginning to respond, but 
they have significant internal barriers to change that slow progress. 

At the same time, North Carolina’s public workforce development 
and training system could lead the way since the focus is on hel-
ping jobseekers find employment.  However, the system has limited 
resources that are spread way too thinly across many different orga-
nizations.  The federally legislated and state designated Workforce 
Development Boards (WDBs) provide an opportunity for private 
sector leaders to help identify regional labor needs, guide workforce 
and education investments, and develop targeted training programs.  
The WDBs have a designated role as a funding pipeline, but limited 
resources and capacity mean they are not always able to fulfill their 
role as a “go-to” regional workforce planning entity. 

The Association also recommends the investment of financial resources 
into research and analytical tools that will enable all units of govern-
ment to measure the effectiveness of their work in community and eco-
nomic development.  Tools that provide a “dashboard” for measuring 
quality of life and prosperity through performance analytics is critical 
for precious resource management from the local, regional and state 
levels.  Otherwise, North Carolina could once again invest in “great 
ideas” that might not produce the necessary changes at the community 
level across the state.
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To achieve true prosperity, North Carolina successfully 
coordinates efforts to build, grow and maintain robust, 
competitive areas of proficiency and innovation across 
the state. 

Challenge 1: Many regions have struggled economically 
and have not been able to attract investment as effec-
tively as the state’s more prosperous areas. For smaller 
rural locations, lower incomes, poor job growth, and few 
clear competitive advantages mean they must better 
connect to the state’s high growth areas. 

According to the Rural Assistance Center (a national center 
that provides rural communities with health and human 
services information), rural communities throughout the 
USA are more likely to depend on a single employment 
sector than urban areas. This dependence often translates 
to lower wages and more seasonal work. Lower Per Capita 
Income (PCI) limits tax revenue, resulting in fewer resour-
ces for social services and less money being put back 
into the community.9 North Carolina’s PCI is about $5,000 
lower than the US average, but there are PCI disparities 
throughout the state. In fact, only six counties in North 
Carolina—Chatham, Cumberland, Mecklenburg, Orange, 
Onslow, and Wake—have PCIs above the US average. As 
shown in Figure 1, only 18 counties statewide have PCIs 
above the North Carolina average.

The regional disparities are also reflected in employ-
ment growth. Figure 2 shows that the state’s fastest em-
ployment growth over the past decade occurred in the 
Charlotte and Raleigh areas, as well as in other smaller 

growth centers like Greenville, Jacksonville, Asheville and 
Wilmington. Only 44 of the state’s 100 counties had more 
net employment in 2013 than in 2003. By contrast, signi-
ficant job losses occurred in many counties and especially 
those in the Foothills area and along North Carolina’s 
northern border.

This unevenness creates many different, and sometimes 
conflicting, visions for the state’s economic future. This 
can lead to challenges for organizing and delivering eco-
nomic development services throughout the state.  For 
instance, the state’s diverse regional economies can be a 
challenge for presenting a common North Carolina state 
image or brand. It can also pose challenges for delivering 
necessary economic development services to regions that 
have many needs and limited capacity and resources.

Motivation for a new strategic direction: North Carolina is 
widely known as a rapid growth state driven by its glo-
bally-recognized financial services and high-technology 
activities.  However, this image does not fully align with 
the realities of many areas of the state.  Past efforts to 
market One North Carolina have largely been internally 
focused and have had limited success in attracting atten-
tion and investment to areas outside Charlotte and the 
Research Triangle.  A more successful regional branding 
effort would offer clearer messages about the state’s di-
verse assets and would include more impactful execution 
of a statewide branding and marketing initiative designed 
to increase the number of companies expanding into or 
re-locating to all parts of North Carolina.

GOAL 1:
BUILD ON THE REGION’S COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGES 
AND LEVERAGE THE MARKETPLACE

9	    “Economic Development.” http://www.raconline.org/topics/economic-development/

F1   US Bureau of Economic Analysis — Center for Regional Economic Competitiveness

F2   Economic Modeling Specialists Int‘l Q2 2013 — Center for Regional Economic Competitiveness

FIGURE 1: PER CAPITA INCOME (2011)

North Carolina Annual Per Capita Income (2011)

Annual Per Capita Income (2011)

* North Carolina Annual PCI: $36,028
*United States Annual PCI: $41,560

More than $42k
$36k - $42k
$30k - $36k
Less than $30k

FIGURE 2: ANNUAL EMPLOYMENT CHANGE (2003-2013)

North Carolina Annual Employment Growth 
(2003-2013)

Annual Employment Growth Rate 
(2003-2013) (Categories based on natural breaks)

* North Carolina Growth Rate: 0.6%
*United States Growth Rate: 0.4%

More than 1.2%
0.6% to 1.2%
0.0% to 0.6%
-1.0% to 0.0%
Less than -1.00%
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1. Develop a statewide brand and integrated vision of how to best 
leverage assets for economic development.

1.1 Take an active leadership role in managing a statewide branding 
and visioning process.

1.2 Analyze existing regional identities and brands, and their 
contributions toward a statewide economic development brand.

1.3 Launch an expanded statewide brand recognition campaign 
(that acknowledges the state’s unique regional characteristics) to 
support targeted recruitment of companies, entrepreneurs, and 
talent.

2. Promote regional collaboration in both marketing and service 
delivery as a means to better leverage important economic and 
community development assets.

2.1 Foster regional branding, product development, and product 
marketing initiatives that engage networks of small businesses in 
industries that need to collaborate to build scale (e.g., agricultural 
products and local foods, viticulture, recreation and tourism, etc.).

2.2 Facilitate regional collaboration of travel and tourism marketing 
to better utilize funding and increase impact.  

3. Provide direct assistance to existing businesses in becoming more 
globally competitive.

3.1 Coordinate business services across multiple programs and help 
North Carolina small businesses to become more innovative and 
proficient in competing for global business.

3.2 Integrate and actively market business assistance program 
services from a variety of organizations (including financing, 
exporting, management planning, site selection, workforce 
development, and other services) as an integrated and seamless 
network that helps companies access any type of assistance 
through “no wrong door.”

Performance Measures:

Milestones:

•	 Completed regional brand analysis

•	 Established statewide brand campaign

•	 Ongoing collaborative marketing campaigns for key industries (e.g., 
agricultural and local foods, viticulture, recreation and tourism, etc.)

Metrics

•	 Proportion of business executives in targeted industries that 
recognize revitalized NC brand 

•	 Revenue growth for key industries

•	 Number of collaborations within key industries

•	 Number of existing firms receiving business services

GOAL 1 / CHALLENGE 1
STRATEGIES/TACTICS + PERFORMANCE MEASURES
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Clusters of statewide significance

» Defense and homeland security/
aerospace, 

» Tourism (e.g., art, entertainment, 
outdoor recreation and related 
industries), 

» Transportation equipment, 
industrial machinery, machining 

» Electronics and instruments,  

» Financial and information 
services, 

» Energy,  

» Life sciences (including 
pharmaceutical manufacturing) 
and related health informatics

» Food processing and value-added 
agribusiness

10	   http://www.nccommerce.com/workforce/about-us/plans-policies-reports-initiatives/reports/2011-state-of-the-workforce-report 

Challenge 2: North Carolina’s regions 
require more information about their 
unique areas of proficiencies and 
innovation and how best to exploit 
their competitive advantages. Support 
for these unique areas of proficiencies 
and innovation often occurs in an ad 
hoc manner.  

Embracing a fact-based, data drive 
approach for strategic planning, many 
policy makers are embracing data-dri-
ven regional economic analysis appro-
aches as the foundation for strategic 
planning process because this approach 
provides fact-based information about 
a region’s unique competitive advan-
tages. As indicated in the 2011 State 
of North Carolina Workforce Report,10 
North Carolina’s regions vary greatly in 
their economic drivers and workforce 
characteristics. For instance, the US 
Census employment data used in this 
report showed the recent job growth in 
the Research Triangle primarily came 
from the expansion of medical device 
and electronic equipment manufactu-

ring in the region. Fort Bragg, on the 
other hand, was a winner in the Base Re-
alignment and Closure (BRAC) process 
and benefited due to historical growth 
in defense spending and activities that 
were relocated to the state from other 
parts of the country. Meanwhile, the 
greater Hickory area has undergone a 
major transformation in its traditional 
industries. The remaining furniture and 
textile manufacturers are no longer en-
gaged in labor intensive manufacturing, 
but are now more driven by innovating 
high-quality, customized products.  It is 
critical for policy makers to understand 
the breadth of geographic disparities in 
North Carolina’s economic structure and 
workforce as they require in completely 
different strategies from place to place.

Motivation for a new strategic direc-
tion: With limited resources available 
for economic development investment, 
North Carolina must focus its attenti-
on on helping industries grow faster 
than they might otherwise.  This means 
understanding in a systematic and con-

tinuous way which ones are most likely 
to prosper given current development 
trajectories and to assess what those 
industries may require to ensure they 
grow as rapidly as possible.  Furthermo-
re, this emphasis on identifying targe-
ted growth clusters cannot ignore the 
opportunities to leapfrog development 
by embracing new technologies that 
could result in new products, services, 
or even business models that would 
provide North Carolina firms with a 
competitive advantage.  North Carolina 
must develop regionally significant 
initiatives for each of its eight targeted 
industry clusters while also identifying 
investment plans to help those indus-
tries take full advantage of key tech-
nology opportunities (such as video 
modeling and gaming, nanomaterials, 
pervasive computing, digital design, 
advanced materials and rapid prototy-
ping) that could potentially transform 
those industries.  
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1. Invest in on-going development of selected clusters or unique 
technologies.

1.1 Design and deploy an information system through the regional 
data centers to provide insights for leaders and stakeholders 
about key industry shifts, emerging economic trends, or potential 
project opportunities related to clusters of statewide significance. 

1.2 Devise regional plans to help companies understand and adapt to 
the most important disruptive technologies through innovation 
and improved proficiencies.

2. Establish a more evidence-based process for making investments in 
economic and community development.

2.1 Provide cutting-edge analytical tools to the state’s local and 
regional leaders (including economic developers, decision 
makers, elected officials, etc.).  

Performance Measures:

Milestones:

•	 Development of a research agenda to support economic 
development planning and implementation 

•	 Creation of a sustainable business model to provide planners and 
economic developers with access to ongoing analysis of state 
economic development data and analysis

•	 Completed plans for promoting the use of advanced and innovative 
technologies

Metrics

•	 Job creation in targeted clusters

•	 Private and public sector investment in support of disruptive 
technologies

•	 Number of organizations using available data and research tools

GOAL 1 / CHALLENGE 2
STRATEGIES/TACTICS + PERFORMANCE MEASURES
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11	   “Starting Something: The State of the Entrepreneurial Economy of North Carolina, 1992-2011”, CED  http://www.cednc.org/?page=Resources

12   “State of Small Business and Entrepreneurship 2012”, Small Business and Technology Development Center  http://www.sbtdc.org/pdf/ssb.pdf

13   US Bureau of Economic Analysis Regional Economic Information System

14   “Startup America: Reducing Barriers: Recommendations from High-Growth Entrepreneurs on Smarter  
        Regulations, Process Simplification, and Bold New Ideas for Lean Government”, Small Business Administration

14   http://www.sba.gov/sites/default/files/Startup%20America%20Reducing%20Barriers%20Report.pdf 

Challenge 3: Most areas of the State lack an effective 
“entrepreneurial ecosystem” to encourage the de-
velopment of new start-ups and other entrepreneu-
rial initiatives.  In some cases, that deficiency results 
from entrepreneurial programs that are not well 
coordinated and poorly marketed.

North Carolina has seen the creation of more than 
1,800 high-growth firms during the past two decades, 
creating more than 40,000 jobs and attracting nearly 
$8 billion in private capital during the past 15 years.11  
The state has been particularly successful in attracting 
investment from large technology and life science 
companies during that period.  While the state built 
its future on entrepreneurial success, North Carolina 
also endured some of the most significant losses of 
companies as a result of the recession.  The state lost 
a net 6,755 firms according to the US Census’s Lon-
gitudinal Business Database, an 11 percent decrease 

since 2009. This decline ranked North Carolina as 43rd 
lowest in net new entrepreneurial activity among the 
50 states.12

Of all jobs in the state in 2012, 20.3 percent represen-
ted sole proprietorships, a figure that has increased 
from 15.7 percent in 2001.13 Many of these entrepre-
neurs lack the network, resources, and personal relati-
onships that are generally necessary for turning their 
fledgling enterprises into successful new businesses.  
Although there exist many private organizations and 
government resources intended to assist small dyna-
mic businesses, many entrepreneurs find it difficult to 
connect to the organization best suited to meet their 
needs because they (1) don’t typically look externally 
for help in any proactive way or (2) are bewildered by 
the number and are confused by the variety of orga-
nizations that offer assistance.  Entrepreneurs looking 
to connect to seasoned mentors may find that mentor 

networks are not present in their community, especial-
ly if they operate in an underserved community.14

Motivation for a new strategic direction: New busi-
ness formation lies at the heart of a dynamic economy.  
Consequently, fostering greater entrepreneurial be-
havior is imperative to sowing the seeds for future 
growth.  North Carolina will need to create new busi-
nesses and support small existing businesses looking 
to expand.  Over the next five years, North Carolina 
must seek to create hundreds of “very high-growth” 
companies (i.e., companies that double from their cur-
rent size in terms of employment or sales).  Doing so 
will require increasing opportunities for entrepreneurs 
to overcome impediments such as limited capital, lack 
of management expertise, an inadequately trained 
workforce, and an underutilized entrepreneurial and 
business support service network.
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GOAL 1 / CHALLENGE 3
STRATEGIES/TACTICS + PERFORMANCE MEASURES

1. Increase entrepreneurial activity across the state.

1.1 Expand access to equity and risk capital through micro-lending, crowd 
funding and angel investment activity.

1.2 Expand the network of business accelerators, incubators, pop-up-shops or 
other shared services/space as part of broader downtown revitalization, 
redevelopment, and Main Street improvement efforts.

1.3 Support and expand entrepreneurial education and training programs in high 
schools and at local community colleges.

1.4 Coordinate the activities of entrepreneurial service providers (e.g., 
small business centers, small business technology development centers, 
incubators, economic development, financial assets, and other business 
support organizations).

1.5 Aggressively market entrepreneurial support services to area companies and 
individuals.

1.6 Organize networking events for entrepreneurs and their support 
intermediaries.

Performance Measures:

Milestones:

•	 Inventory of available equity and risk capital (including angel as well as venture 
capital)

•	 Completed marketing plan for promoting entrepreneurial service providers

•	 Routine organized regional entrepreneurial networking sessions

Metrics

•	 Volume of equity/risk capital available and invested

•	 Amount of incubator space available and occupied 

•	 Number of new entrepreneurs (businesses)

•	 Number of very high growth firms (doubling employment or sales during the past 
five years)
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GOAL 2:
ESTABLISH AND MAINTAIN A ROBUST REGIONAL 
INFRASTRUCTURE

15     American Society of Civil Engineers, 2013 Report Card for America’s Infrastructure,  
         http://www.infrastructurereportcard.org/north_carolina/north-carolina-overview/

16     Morikawa, Mari, Jason Morrison, and Peter Gleick. 2007. Corporate reporting on water:  
         A review of eleven global industries. Oakland: Pacific Institute

17     American Society of Civil Engineers.  Failure to Act: The Economic Impact of Current  
         Investment Trends in Water and Wastewater Treatment Infrastructure.  

http://www.asce.org/uploadedFiles/Infrastructure/Failure_to_ Act/ASCE%20
WATER%20REPORT%20FINAL.pdf 

To remain competitive in a growing global economy, 
North Carolina makes the revitalization and impro-
vement of state and local infrastructure a priority 
for funding.

Challenge 1: Water and sewer systems are poorly 
integrated and insufficiently regional in organiza-
tion.  Better targeted investment in more regional 
systems would reduce costs and increase efficien-
cies in the State’s water and sewer systems.

Water and sewer systems represent one of the most 
significant local government fiscal requirements 
and the investment in these systems is inadequate.  
According to the American Society of Civil Engineers 
(ASCE) infrastructure report card, North Carolina 
has an estimated $830 million in annual water and 
wastewater investment requirement over the next 
20 years.15 Morikawa et al, of the Pacific Institute, 
identified 11 industries throughout the country that 
are extremely reliant on water resources or suscep-
tible to water risk.  These 11 industries are especial-
ly prominent in North Carolina and include: apparel, 
automotive, beverage, biotech/ pharmaceutical, 
chemical, forest products, high tech/ electronics, 
metal/mining, refining, and utilities.16  If upgrades 

are not made to the water system, this could ulti-
mately result in impediments to growth (or even 
potential job losses) in these 11 industries before 
spreading to other industries.17 

Motivation for a new strategic direction: To date, 
water and sewer system development has been 
implemented on an ad hoc, local basis. This means 
that every city and town has fended for itself to 
access the water and sewer resources required.  This 
competition for very limited resources has resulted 
in a misalignment of investment with state or regio-
nal economic development needs. Furthermore, this 
parochial approach to decision making provides few, 
if any, incentives to leverage existing under-utilized 
systems for economic growth.  The reality is that the 
state needs to provide a mechanism for prioritizing 
water and sewer system needs based on their likely 
broader economic impact – despite any individual 
community’s ability to pay.  This approach focuses 
on fostering collaboration among municipalities 
and ensuring data are available to help better frame 
water/sewer investment choices in much the same 
way that regional transportation needs are assessed 
to determine major regional infrastructure priorities.
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1. Establish water resources management, planning and coordination to 
ensure a long-term water supply.

1.1 Coordinate planning to encourage strategic, regionally important 
water and sewer infrastructure investments.

1.2 Incentivize planning and implementation of strategic regional 
investments.

2. Build technical capacity within local water and sewer utility providers.

2.1 Provide technical assistance to water and sewer utility systems 
through the North Carolina Water Information Network (WIN) to 
help address substantial fiscal and operational challenges.

2.2 Ensure digital access to up-to-date service availability maps, 
diagrams and capacity attributes to improve water and sewer 
planning activities statewide.

Performance Measures:

Milestones:

•	 Completed inventory of water/sewer capacity 

•	 Completed regional water resource plans that influence state, 
regional, and local water/sewer infrastructure investments

Metrics

•	 Number of linked water and sewer systems

•	 Volume of water and sewer capacity that is integrated through linked 
water and sewer systems

•	 Reduction in the number of systems with Special Order of Consent 
being issued

GOAL 2 / CHALLENGE 1
STRATEGIES/TACTICS + PERFORMANCE MEASURES
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18     Kolko, Jed. Does Broadband Boost Local Economic Devlopment?   
         http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/report/r_110jkr.pdf

19     Rural Broadband at a Glance, 2009 Edition. US Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service.  
           http://www.ers.usda.gov/media/183629/eib47.pdf

20     http://www.broadbandmap.gov/summarize/state/north-carolina

21     http://www.broadbandmap.gov/download/reports/national-broadband-map-broadband-availability-in-rural-vs-urban-areas.pdf

Challenge 2:  Many areas lack adequate broadband 
access, particularly “last-mile” broadband, and 
underserved areas, in turn, are less attractive to 
businesses, entrepreneurs, and new residents. 
Improved broadband is the minimal baseline for 
existing businesses to thrive and ultra-high speed 
broadband is absolutely critical to become globally 
competitive in research and innovation.

The Public Policy Institute of California 
demonstrated that the overall relationship between 
broadband expansion and employment growth 
is positive. The study found that all else being 
equal, that companies moving from regions with no 
broadband providers to places with between one 
and three broadband providers grew 6.4 percent 
faster than other firms between 1999 and 2006.18

Broadband access is a vital utility for all places, 
but it is especially important in rural areas. Rural 
communities in particular rely on sole proprietors 
and entrepreneurs more so than more densely 
populated places, and broadband represents a basic 
utility for these very small companies that help 
them become more competitive.19  For instance, 
high speed broadband can help companies manage 
more efficiently, implement business-to-business 
economic transactions cheaply, compete in a cost-
effective and more productive way for customers 
with services that once were only available 
through face-to-face interaction, widely expand 

opportunities for direct sales and provide customer 
support in a more interactive way.  For individuals, 
this connectivity is also vital because it makes 
teleworking a viable option for knowledge-intensive 
occupations that once could only be implemented at 
a traditional worksite.  

As of June 2012, only 3.0 percent of North 
Carolinians lacked broadband providers in 
their community, as compared with 3.5 percent 
nationwide.20 The Broadband Statistics Report 
furthermore indicates that broadband is 
not available to almost 300,000 rural North 
Carolinians.21  

While access to broadband is necessary, it may 
not be sufficient to support development in this 
day and age.  While a few areas have no access, 
the real challenge for North Carolina may be to 
ensure that new residents have access to next 
generation broadband technologies.  This requires 
modifying our outdated definition of broadband 
to accurately capture the coverage rate in North 
Carolina of broadband that is useful to increasingly 
sophisticated customer markets.  Internet access 
for businesses is critical, but regions must offer 
companies of all types of access to increasingly 
higher bandwidths of service capable of deploying 
products or services employing potentially 
disruptive technologies.  For too many communities, 
the most commonly used broadband vehicles are 

cable and DSL; however, newer technologies utilizing 
“very-high-bit-rate” digital subscriber services have 
become more prevalent as well as necessary for 
business in their day-to-day operation.  These ultra-
high speed access rates allow consumers to access 
technologies such as high-definition television 
or voice over internet protocol (VOIP) telephone 
services.  For rural areas, Wi-Fi networks that utilize 
4G technology standards can provide access to 
important business services such as mobile web, 
VOIP, high-definition videoconference, and cloud 
computing that are only possible through ultra-high 
speed broadband.

Motivation for a new strategic direction: New 
business formation lies at the heart of a dynamic 
economy.  Consequently, fostering greater 
entrepreneurial behavior is imperative to sowing 
the seeds for future growth.  North Carolina will 
need to create new businesses and support small 
existing businesses looking to expand.  Over the 
next five years, North Carolina must seek to create 
hundreds of “very high-growth” companies (i.e., 
companies that double from their current size in 
terms of employment or sales).  Doing so will require 
increasing opportunities for entrepreneurs to 
overcome impediments such as limited capital, lack 
of management expertise, an inadequately trained 
workforce, and an underutilized entrepreneurial and 
business support service network.



18

1. Implement last-mile broadband access and next generation ultra-high 
speed broadband.

1.1 Under the Governor’s leadership, convene a state-sponsored 
telecommunications summit of the telecom companies and other 
key state leaders (e.g., key legislators, local elected officials, 
etc.) to develop possible approaches to implementing last mile 
broadband and expanding access to ultra-high speed broadband.

1.2 Monitor and report on progress in improving broadband access 
and addressing gaps. 

1.3 Identify incentives (e.g., grants, loans, tax programs) to encourage 
greater private investment by the telecoms in the broadband 
infrastructure.

1.4 Identify and implement innovative programs that leverage public 
and private investment in last mile broadband.

Performance Measures:

Milestones:

•	 Organization of Governor-sponsored state summit to increase 
broadband deployment throughout the state

•	 Identification of best practices for delivering broadband to rural areas
Metrics

•	 Extent of ultra-high speed broadband coverage throughout the state

GOAL 2 / CHALLENGE 2
STRATEGIES/TACTICS + PERFORMANCE MEASURES
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Challenge 3:  There is insufficient availability and/or access to natural 
gas, especially in rural areas, therefore creating an unnecessary barrier to 
recruitment efforts across the state.

Natural gas is the second largest source of fuel in the USA, and the Internati-
onal Energy Agency predicts natural gas to be the most used fuel in the USA 
by 2030.22 The US Energy Information Administration- Annual Energy Out-
look 2013 forecasts that reliance on natural gas is projected to increase over 
the next 27 years in all sectors except residential.  The prices of both natural 
gas and oil depend on a variety of supply and demand factors, as well as the 
stability of the region from where the resource comes.  Therefore the price 
of natural gas depends on the stability of North America, while the price of 
oil relies heavily on the stability of the rest of world.23  This makes natural 
gas a relatively attractive energy source.

As domestic drilling has increased, the price of natural gas has declined, 
making it a more attractive energy source to consumers. Much of this drilling 
activity has taken advantage of the natural gas reserves found in the Bakken 
Shale region in North Dakota, and the Marcellus Shale reserves in large parts 
of Appalachia. Although the drilling activity is largely taking place elsewhe-
re, the natural gas boom has the potential to benefit North Carolina compa-
nies utilizing this lower cost fuel option. Declining natural gas prices have 
created a competitive advantage for large natural gas users in industries 
such as steel, foundries, and chemical production. Lower utility costs can 
also lower the overall cost of living for a location, and make a more attracti-
ve destination for new residents. Figure 3 shows industrial and residential 
natural gas prices for the US and North Carolina. In both cases, natural gas 
prices are higher in North Carolina than the US overall. As a result, making 
natural gas more accessible can be important to both industrial and residen-
tial development.

Motivation for a new strategic direction: North Carolina has not been ac-
tively involved in promoting natural gas as an alternative energy source.  
However, as natural gas prices have declined, companies are increasingly 

seeking access to this low-cost energy source as a way to remain competi-
tive.  In North Carolina, the availability of information about where exactly 
accessible natural gas pipelines are located has been limited.  Furthermore, 
most gas distributors restrict the public release of information about their 
existing pipelines (or their plans for growth), citing proprietary interests or 
security concerns.  Without information about major natural gas infrastruc-
ture investments, however, economic development leaders have found it 
difficult to proactively market these assets or focus land use planning or 
infrastructure investment resources to areas that could benefit most.  North 
Carolina must become better informed about this critical infrastructure and 
leverage it to promote economic growth.
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FIGURE 3: COMMERCIAL AND INDUSTRIAL NATURAL GAS PRICES

22     Carr, Mathew. http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-11-12/natural-gas-to-become-largest-fuel-in-u-s-by-2030-iea-says.html 

23     Market Trends- Natural Gas. http://www.eia.gov/forecasts/aeo/MT_naturalgas.cfm 
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GOAL 2 / CHALLENGE 3
STRATEGIES/TACTICS + PERFORMANCE MEASURES

1. Make low-cost, clean-burning natural gas accessible to communities 
throughout the state.

1.1 Facilitate collaboration between private natural gas providers and 
local and regional planners and economic developers.

1.2 Incentivize investment in the development of appropriate natural 
gas infrastructure and related facilities. 

Performance Measures:

Milestones:

•	 The development of an inventory of major natural gas pipelines and 
planned future pipeline corridors

•	 Developed incentives to increase use and access to natural gas

Metrics

•	 Percentage of homes and industries with access to natural gas 
options

•	 Percentage of firms using alternative fuel sources including natural 
gas
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Challenge 4:  The State’s transportation system has an inadequate 
maintenance funding allocation as well as a number of unfinished 
or inadequate infrastructure investments in strategic transpor-
tation corridors. Moreover, North Carolina has only limited mul-
ti-modal transportation options particularly in rural areas.

It has been long known that key infrastructure investments can be 
critical in creating economic benefits for the economy.  According to 
a 2012 study by the U.S. Department of the Treasury, infrastructure 
investments can have both long-term economic benefits and short-
term job creation benefits that exceed the investments made.24 
Furthermore, the study indicates a strong demand from the public 
and businesses for additional transportation capacity.   However, 
the American Society of Civil Engineers’ Report Card for America’s 
Infrastructure reports that approximately 45 percent of North Ca-
rolina’s roads are in poor or mediocre condition, costing motorists 
approximately $1.6 billion dollars per year in vehicle repairs.25 
Approximately 12 percent of the bridges in North Carolina are consi-
dered structurally deficient and 18 percent of the bridges are fun-
ctionally obsolete.   The Treasury Department study also suggests 
that traditional infrastructure funding techniques cannot meet the 
need, nor do these approaches leverage non-traditional resources 
(such as private sector investment in highway and transit systems).

Motivation for a new strategic direction: In the past, North Caroli-
na’s transportation investment decisions were made using a priority 
setting process that did not necessarily recognize overall statewide 
transportation needs.  Governor McCrory has proposed a restructure 
mobility planning process that would help overcome this limitation.  
Yet, we must also recognize the unique needs of certain regions of 
the state that may have larger statewide consequences. 

Furthermore, the it appears that emphasis of the Governor’s propo-
sal has been largely on moving people – a critically important goal 
for the state’s transportation system.  From an economic develop-
ment standpoint, North Carolina must also develop a comprehen-
sive approach to moving goods that complements the Governor’s 
people mobility strategy – recognizing the importance of rail and 
water as complements to the state’s roadway network.

24     U.S. Department Of The Treasury with The Council Of Economic Advisers, “A New Economic Analysis 
Of Infrastructure Investment,” March 23, 2012

25     American Society of Civil Engineers, 2013 Report Card for America’s Infrastructure, http://www.
infrastructurereportcard.org/north_carolina/north-carolina-overview/ 
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GOAL 2 / CHALLENGE 4
STRATEGIES/TACTICS + PERFORMANCE MEASURES

1. Implement a mobility plan designed to reinforce the importance of 
moving goods and people.

1.1 Improve freight access options to and from key port facilities.

1.2 Establish regional multi-modal distribution/transportation hub 
facilities.

1.3 Plan for multimodal transportation options that ensure choice for 
workers seeing alternatives to private vehicles to get to and from 
their jobs. 

2. Increase collaboration in State and regional transportation planning 
to ensure that critical statewide transportation corridors are 
completed.

2.1 Align transportation funding geographies with planning regions.

Performance Measures:

Milestones:

•	 Identification of priorities in a statewide mobility plan
Metrics

•	 Volume of freight movement in state

•	 Cost of freight movement in state

•	 Miles of roads in adequate condition

•	 Number of bridges in adequate condition

•	 Miles of non-freight rail

•	 Number of transit services for workers

•	 Number of miles of bike and pedestrian transportation options
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Challenge 5:  Many areas of the State have an inadequate supply of workforce housing in 
proximity to their employment centers.

Housing costs have risen faster than wages, creating an increasing strain on the availability of 
affordable housing options for working families and young workers.26  This challenge has been 
highlighted by a number of groups, including the Brookings Institution, the North Carolina 
Realtors Association, the North Carolina Housing Coalition, and the National Housing Conference.  
Brookings maintains that fewer middle-income families exist, creating pressures for housing 
providers to tip either toward higher or lower income households.27

According to data generated by the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, more than one 
in three (or 1.2 million) households have housing costs that are greater than 30 percent of their 
household income.28  The highest rate of “housing-cost-burdened” households are outside 
Mecklenburg and Wake Counties, with especially large numbers in Eastern North Carolina and 
in rural Piedmont counties.  The proportion of these burdened households rose by 11.5 percent 
between 2005 and 2010.29

According to the National Housing Conference, 21 percent of North Carolina “working families” 
are “severely housing-cost-burdened“ – meaning those families spend more than 50% of their 
income on housing.30  That share represents nearly 300,000 families burdened by housing 
costs across the state, growing by 3 percent between 2008 and 2011 despite the recovery.  The 
Center defines “working families” as those employed at least 20 hours per week and earning 
no more than 120 percent of the average median income.  They represent about one-third of all 
homeowners and 60 percent of all renters.  The North Carolina Housing Coalition contends that a 
family must earn at least $60,000 per year to afford the average home in the state.31

Motivation for a new strategic direction: The heavy financial burden that housing costs incur on 
so many of North Carolina’s working families can translate into lower productivity – as workers 
spend an inordinate amount of time seeking out appropriate housing or commuting to far-flung 
job locations.  For many, the issue is the limited choice for those who cannot afford new market-
rate housing located near their work but instead, must choose between older, deteriorating 
housing that does not meet the basic requirements of a family or far-flung housing that requires 
long commutes.  To address this challenge, North Carolina must proactively re-focus housing 
programs on meeting the needs of those who work hard to manage their family responsibilities 
and pay taxes, but otherwise cannot find adequate, affordable housing near where they work and 
wish to live.

26     Diane Greene Workforce Housing in North Carolina Backgrounder, Homes4NC, North Carolina Association of REALTORS Housing Opportunity 
Foundation, http://www.homes4nc.org/workforcehousingbackinfo.pdf. 

27     Jason C. Booza, Jackie Cutsinger, and George Galster, “Where Did They Go?  The Decline of Middle-Income Neighborhoods in Metropolitan 
America,” Brookings Institution, June 2006.

28     The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development defines an affordable home as one that requires families to spend no more than 30 
percent of household annual income on housing. Families who pay more than 30 percent of their income for housing are considered cost burdened 
and may have difficulty affording necessities such as food, clothing, transportation and medical care.

29     University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Center for Urban and Regional Studies 

29     http://www.unc.edu/~kapark/CURS/hcost.html

30     Janet Viveiros and Maya Brennan, “Housing Landscape 2013,” Center for Housing Policy, National Housing Conference, May 2013, May 201 http://
www.nhc.org/media/files/Landscape2013.pdf.

31     North Carolina Housing Coalition, http://www.nchousing.org/advocacy/campaign/faqs 
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1. Expand and diversify the workforce housing stock in areas near 
employment centers and existing infrastructure.

1.1 Define and identify areas of deficiency within the workforce 
housing stock.

1.2 Coordinate existing housing programs and financial incentives to 
reduce redundancy and create greater efficiencies in workforce 
housing investments.

Performance Measures:

Milestones:

•	 Completed survey of quality housing stock affordable to workers 
making 120% or less of the average wage

•	 Assessment of affordability gap in North Carolina metros
Metrics

•	 Number of net new quality housing units made available to workers 
earning less than 120% of the average wage

GOAL 2 / CHALLENGE 5
STRATEGIES/TACTICS + PERFORMANCE MEASURES
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To meet the needs of employers and residents alike, North Ca-
rolina strives to increase the number of healthy and dynamic 
communities.

Challenge 1: Development patterns should facilitate healthy 
and safe outdoor activities.  Many of the State’s downtowns and 
urban areas offer few choices for individuals seeking to engage 
in natural exercise, contributing to unhealthy lifestyles, increa-
sed healthcare costs, and degraded quality of life.

North Carolinians, moving from an agricultural tradition to sub-
urban development have little opportunity for natural exercise, 
creating significant health consequences.  First, the state’s ur-
banized areas are consuming land at a faster rate than denser 
development would require, leading North Carolinians to drive 
more and resulting in ever poorer air quality.32  Commuting to 
work is primarily through single-occupancy automobiles, and 
commute rates for public transit and walking/biking are among 
the nations’ lowest.  About 2 percent of North Carolina commu-
ters either bike or walk to work, compared with a 3.5 percent rate 
nationally.33  Furthermore, inadequate infrastructure for walking 
and biking has become an important safety issue for pedestrians 
and bicyclists.

Moreover, at the heart of this issue are suburban development 
patterns that provide few sidewalks, limited common space for 
outdoor exercise, and limited choices for individuals seeking to 
bike, run, or even walk.  These development patterns have domi-
nated the North Carolina landscape, but they discourage healthy 
living.  As a recent Brookings Institution report contends, “The 
willingness to walk isn’t just about the distance. Certainly no one 
is inspired to stroll from one end of a super-regional mall parking 
lot to the other. People will walk 1,500 feet or more only if they 

have an interesting and safe streetscape and people to watch 
along the way—a mix of sights and sounds that can make a pe-
destrian forget that he/she is unintentionally getting enjoyable 
exercise.”34  Poor diets combined with lack of exercise have led 
to major health issues in the state.35  Heart disease and stroke are 
among the leading causes of death.  Almost one in three North 
Carolina adults report high blood pressure and nearly two-thirds 
of adults have a body mass index that indicates that they are 
either overweight or obese.  Furthermore, these health issues are 
affecting North Carolina children who have poor diet and exer-
cise regimens.  These habits contribute to increased healthcare 
costs for workers and their families, adding to the rationale for 
ever-rising health insurance premiums paid by businesses and 
workers alike.

Motivation for a new strategic direction: Recent research sug-
gests that citizens are demanding new lifestyle choices and there 
is a tremendous public interest in providing options that offer 
a healthier lifestyle.  As North Carolina continues its transfor-
mation to a service-based economy, the “natural opportunities” 
for exercise that many agricultural and manufacturing jobs once 
provided are available to fewer and fewer workers in the state.  
At the same time, young educated adults – the types of talent 
that North Carolina can and must attract/retain – are increasingly 
interested in lifestyles that offer opportunities for exercise that 
is integrated into their daily lives – through their commutes or 
readily available recreational activities.  North Carolina’s leaders 
must take a more intentional approach to providing these healthy 
lifestyle options as a way to attract the best and brightest while 
also helping to minimize the costs of health insurance and medi-
cal care for North Carolina companies and citizens.

GOAL 3:
CREATE REVITALIZED, HEALTHY AND VIBRANT COMMUNITIES

32     “The Impacts of Growth and Sprawl in North Carolina”, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
Center for Urban and Regional Studies, http://curs.unc.edu/curs-pdf-downloads/curs-update/
updatemay2003.pdf

33     WalkBike NC Plan: North Carolina Statewide Pedestrian and Bicycle Plan”, NC Department of 
Transportation

33     http://www.ncdot.gov/bikeped/download/WalkBikeNC_Summary_Draft.pdf

34     Christopher B. Leinberger, “Turning Around Downtown: Twelve Steps to Revitalization,” The 
Brookings Institution Research Brief, March 2005.

35     Source: “From Farm to Fork: A Guide to Building North Carolina’s Sustainable Local Food 
Economy”, The Center for Environmental Farming Systems  http://www.cefs.ncsu.edu/resources/
stateactionguide2010.pdf
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1. Raise awareness about the importance of local planning in ensuring 
that residents have transportation, housing, and job center choices 
that could contribute to healthier, safer communities.

1.1 Gather best practice examples of how local development plans 
can provide more opportunities for “natural exercise” (e.g., 
walking, biking, etc.) to improve community safety and health.

1.2 Increase access to more outdoor public space, develop pedestrian 
and bikeway plans, and promote senior-friendly community 
initiatives designed to create a greater sense of community.

2. Create new “impactful” recreational options that serve broader 
regional needs.

2.1 Encourage continued state funding for the water and land 
resource investments in partnership with local governments.

Performance Measures:

Milestones:

•	 Completed best practices report on community walkability practices

•	 Assessment of affordability gap in North Carolina metros
Metrics

•	 Miles of bike paths and sidewalks established

•	 Number of people walking and biking to work

GOAL 3 / CHALLENGE 1
STRATEGIES/TACTICS + PERFORMANCE MEASURES
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Challenge 2:  A disconnect exists in many communities between local far-
mers and consumers for fresh, healthy, and affordable food.  The state’s 
food production and distribution networks are not coordinated or expan-
sive enough to adequately and affordably provide local food options to 
many of the State’s residents.

North Carolina remains one of the nation’s most important agricultural sta-
tes, ranking eighth in 2009.36  Farm income exceeds $8.6 billion, with more 
than $3 billion associated with exports.  North Carolinians spent $35 billion 
on food in 2009, representing a tremendous market potential for the state’s 
farms and food producers.  Where row crops (including tobacco) once do-
minated the state’s farming, today, broilers, hogs, and greenhouse/nursery 
products now outrank tobacco in terms of income.37  With development 
pressures on much of the state’s prime farmland combined with an aging 
farm workforce, prime farmland is being lost.38  However, as demand for 
local and organic foods continues to increase, North Carolina’s rural traditi-
on may be tied directly to its growing population base.

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 74.2 percent 
of Census Tracts in North Carolina have a healthy food retailer within a 
half a mile of its boundaries which was greater than the national rate of 72 
percent.39 Although health food options are at least proximate, many North 
Carolinians eat fewer fruits and vegetables than the nation overall. Only 
10.8 percent of North Carolina’s adults consume the recommended amount 
of fruits and vegetables, which lags behind the 14.0 percent of Americans 
overall. Similar patterns exist among adolescents, where 6 percent of North 
Carolina’s adolescents consume the recommended amount of fruits and 
vegetables (as opposed to 9.6 percent nationally).40

Motivation for a new strategic direction: North Carolina’s citizens could be 
much healthier with better access to the very assets that are widely availa-
ble in the state – a large agricultural base where fruits and vegetables could 
become an integral part of citizens’ diets.  As state residents continue to 
prosper, the demand for more nutritional foods will continue to increase – 
providing a wonderful opportunity for the state’s agricultural sector.  Ho-
wever, the state must demonstrate leadership in making early connections 
between market demand and market opportunities to seed the growth of 
the local foods movement. 

36     “From Farm to Fork: A Guide to Building North Carolina’s Sustainable Local Food Economy”, The Center for 
Environmental Farming Systems  http://www.cefs.ncsu.edu/resources/stateactionguide2010.pdf

37     “North Carolina Agriculture: Regional Perspectives”, NC: Agricultural Advancement Consortium, N.C. Rural 
Economic Development Center http://www.ncruralcenter.org/images/PDFs/Publications/2009may_ag_
regionalperspectives.pdf

38     The Impacts of Growth and Sprawl in North Carolina, Center for Urban and Regional Studies Update, UNC Chapel 
Hill , Volume VIII , Number I , May 2003

39     “State Indicator Report on Fruits and Vegetables, 2009” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention . http://www.
cdc.gov/nutrition/downloads/StateIndicatorReport2009.pdf 

40     “State Indicator Report on Fruits and Vegetables, 2009” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention . http://www.
cdc.gov/nutrition/downloads/StateIndicatorReport2009.pdf
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1. Develop local food networks throughout the state.

1.1 Invest in model programs that encourage local growers and where 
possible appropriately link them to local market opportunities 
(e.g., farmers markets, “farm to fork”, etc.).

1.2 Coordinate local food networks to encourage interaction between 
existing local networks.

1.3 Support pilot programs that provide processing capacity for those 
food and meat producers that are too small to serve commodity 
markets effectively, but too large to sell directly to consumers at a 
scale large enough to compete. 

1.4 Connect local growers and food producers to the State’s network 
of agricultural research stations

Performance Measures:

Milestones:

Established regional programs linking local food producers to markets

Metrics

•	 Volume of local foods produced and sold to regional markets

•	 Obesity rates

•	 Consumption rates of locally grown fruits and vegetables

•	 Jobs created in defined local food networks

GOAL 3 / CHALLENGE 2
STRATEGIES/TACTICS + PERFORMANCE MEASURES
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Challenge 3:  Many cities and towns are experiencing deteriora-
ting core business districts.  A large number of the state’s down-
towns and other urban centers are challenged in attracting new 
businesses, residents and/or visitors from other areas.

As once prosperous industries in North Carolina undergo significant 
transformations, many are shifting their production to lower cost 
places, leaving many smaller communities in distress.41  At the same 
time, development in more prosperous communities continues to 
consume lower-cost greenfield developments, reinforcing the disin-
vestment already underway in many small towns and urban areas.  
These factors are magnifying the distress affecting so many commu-
nities.  Many residents of these communities are leaving to find jobs 
elsewhere.  Those residents left behind tend to occupy lower inco-
me households or operate more marginal businesses that cannot 
afford to move. The result is that these communities are often in the 
state’s areas with highest unemployment, lowest per capita income, 
greatest need for public assistance, largest share of non-English 
speaking households, and lowest home ownership rates.  These 
characteristics, in turn, may in turn lead to a vicious cycle of further 
disinvestment in the very urban areas where significant and valuab-
le public infrastructure investment is already in place.42

Motivation for a new strategic direction: Many of North Carolina’s 
smaller communities are struggling to find their way as their econo-
mic rationale has changed in a fast-changing economy.  Public in-
vestments need to break the vicious cycle, but they rarely do when 
they are so modest and are spread ad hoc across a large number of 
locations with little strategic intent.  Policy changes in the executive 
branch propose to align a variety of community assistance programs 
to invest significant resources in a targeted way in a few communi-
ties to create a tipping point of positive investment that will lead 
to the revitalization of those areas.  This approach is on target as 
long as the program’s intent is reinforced with the scale of resources 
truly required to leverage the needed private investment that will 
turn around the recipient communities, the effort is sustained over 
a long enough period to attract private investment, and the com-
munities participating are selected to receive this type of incentive 
in a strategic, competitive, and transparent way that is designed to 
engage local public and private leadership.

41     Stacey Sutton, “Urban Revitalization in the United States: Policies and Practices,” Columbia 
University, prepared for Seoul National University, June 2008.

42     “The State of North Carolina Urban Distressed Communities”, University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill Center for Urban and Regional Studies  http://research.unc.edu/files/2012/11/urban_
distressed_communities.pdf
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1. Revitalize downtowns throughout North Carolina.

1.1 Expand existing and successful state-sponsored programs such as 
the Main Street Program or the Small Town Economic Prosperity 
Program. 

2. Invest in adaptive reuse of buildings for emerging economic 
activities.

2.1 Inventory and evaluate vacant buildings that could be used by 
entrepreneurs or growth industries.

Performance Measures:

Milestones:

•	 Inventory of vacant buildings for reuse in downtown areas

•	 Total public sector investments in revitalizing downtown areas

Metrics

•	 Vacancy rates of office/residential/retail space in downtown areas
•	 Total private sector investment leveraged as a result of public and 

private sector engagement in urban revitalization

GOAL 3 / CHALLENGE 3
STRATEGIES/TACTICS + PERFORMANCE MEASURES
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Workforce is a key competitive asset for 21st Century businesses, 
and North Carolina strives to prepare the flexible, entrepreneurial, 
globally-oriented, and skilled workers sought by employers.

Challenge 1: Employers do not always have access to skilled wor-
kers.  In many instances, workers lack the skill set and education 
required for today’s jobs. In addition, many students and workers 
are unaware of available career opportunities and their require-
ments.  They also lack information about the career pathways they 
could follow in order to attain their career goals.

Even in the context of some of the highest unemployment rates of 
the past generation, North Carolina companies consistently indicate 
that they cannot find the workers they require.  The state consistent-
ly has higher rates of adults that have not earned their high school 
diploma (at nearly 16 percent) than the U.S. average of 14.7 percent.  
In addition, the proportion of North Carolina‘s adult population with 
at least a bachelor‘s degree has historically been slightly lower than 
the national average. This is an issue that requires sustained atten-
tion, especially since the state continues to emphasize technolo-
gy-related industries as a path for creating future prosperity.43

The challenge of finding good paying jobs is particularly acute for 
workers lacking any post-secondary educational experience. As 
shown in Figure 4, data from the American Community Survey, 18.3 
percent of adult workers (age 25+) lacking a high school degree 
were unemployed. This figure is almost twice the state average (9.8 
percent) during the same period. Even those workers with some 
college or an associate’s degree had an unemployment rate that was 
around the state average. By contrast, the unemployment rate for 
adult workers with at least a 4-year degree was less than half the 
average for the all workers aged 25-64.

The premium placed on skills has put significant pressure on wor-
kers in “middle-skill jobs.” Many of those jobs were lost during the 
recession.  When they returned, they were no longer the same, and 

the people who filled them were no longer qualified for the new higher skills that emplo-
yers were demanding. To illustrate, production-related occupations declined due to job 
losses in manufacturing over the first decade of this century, but those industries are now 
seeing significant demand for workers, but at a much higher skill level.44  Another ex-
ample is in allied health, business and financial operations, and other industries in which 
technical jobs are being added at a very rapid rate, but not enough workers have the skills 
required to meet their needs.

GOAL 4:
DEVELOP TALENTED AND INNOVATIVE PEOPLE

FIGURE 4: NORTH CAROLINA UNEMPLOYMENT BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT (2011)

44     “State of the North Carolina Workforce 2011-2020”, The North Carolina Commission on Workforce Development

44     https://www.nccommerce.com/Portals/11/Documents/Reports/2011%20SOTW%20Full%20Final%20Report%2052311%20909am.pdf

43     University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Center for Urban and Regional Studies  http://www.unc.
edu/~kapark/CURS/hcost.html
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GOAL 4 / CHALLENGE 1
STRATEGIES/TACTICS + PERFORMANCE MEASURES

1. Prepare youth , unemployed and underemployed individuals for high-
skill, in-demand jobs.

1.1 Increase innovative career pathway counseling and training that 
prepare workers for high-skill jobs.

1.2 Expand career and technical education opportunities in promising 
new areas such as advanced manufacturing.

1.3 Provide training support for those seeking to access jobs that 
provide more promising career opportunities.

1.4 Examine barriers to licensure and reciprocity in NC. 

2. Conduct a coordinated marketing campaign that identifies and 
promotes middle-skill career opportunities that can be promoted to 
middle school-aged and high school-aged children.

2.1 Increase promotion of education and training in Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) disciplines.

Performance Measures:

Milestones:

•	 Established career pathway programs throughout the state

•	 Launched statewide marketing campaign to promote career 
awareness

Metrics

•	 Number of students in career and technical education programs that 
are linked to in-demand jobs

•	 Graduation from STEM degrees and completion of industry-
demanded STEM certifications and badges 

•	 Employment in STEM occupations of workers with degrees, 
certifications, or badges

•	 Number of military personnel that have been transitioned into the 
civilian workforce in NC

•	 Number of certificate issues for specific training programs in NC
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Challenge 2: The state’s workforce and educational systems are 
fragmented and lacking alignment. 

A concern is sometimes expressed that the state’s colleges and uni-
versities do not always offer programs that are directly relevant to 
business. This means that larger cohorts of graduates need to learn 
skills tied to business needs (such as management, marketing, sales, 
and related support activities), and/or more graduates need to learn 
skills more in line with the needs of businesses.  These business 
expertise skills are relevant to every industry and represent a major 
area of growth for the state’s universities and colleges.  

Businesses are also increasingly demanding workers to have re-
levant skills in STEM-related programs (especially, biological and 
biomedical sciences, engineering, computer and information scien-
ces, and support services).45  Eighty (80) STEM-related occupations46 
accounted for 91,000 jobs in North Carolina in 2012.47   Between 
2012 and 2021, North Carolina’s economy is projected to add ano-
ther 10,000 net new jobs in these 80 occupations.   Many of these 
jobs are relatively higher paying as well.  Combined, these occupa-
tions pay average wages that are almost 60 percent higher than the 
state.  As industries encounter continuous changes in market condi-
tions, workers with STEM skills are often able to more quickly adapt 
to a dynamic economic environment.

Motivation for a new strategic direction: North Carolina has an 
extensive network of workforce education and training programs 
designed to meet many labor force skill requirements.  They are 
frequently demand-driven and customer-focused, but they are also 
offered in an ad hoc manner with little emphasis on strategic econo-
mic development purposes.  Past efforts to bring these systems into 
alignment have experienced only limited success.  North Carolina 
must commit to developing more business-driven, strategic work-
force initiatives – organized to emphasize the needs of the state’s 
primary economic development targets first.  North Carolina must 
also seek to strengthen the linkage between available education 
and training resources in ways that meet the continuously changing 
needs of regionally targeted industries.  This strategy must also 
ensure that jobseekers understand these needs and receive incen-
tives to obtain the knowledge and skills that these industry sectors 
require. 

45     “State of the North Carolina Workforce 2011-2020”, The North Carolina Commission on Workforce 
Development

45     https://www.nccommerce.com/Portals/11/Documents/Reports/2011%20SOTW%20Full%20
Final%20Report%2052311%20909am.pdf

46     These 80 Occupations are drawn primarily from computer and mathematical occupations, 
architecture and engineering occupations, and life, physical and social science occupations. There 
are obviously many other occupations that require or utilize STEM skills, but these occupations are 
the most directly STEM-related.

47     Covered employment data provided by Economic Modeling Specialists International (EMSI).
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1. Launch statewide sector (or industry-related) workforce initiatives designed to 
align training and educational options to the skill demands for critical, in-demand 
occupations.

1.1 Inventory statewide and local K-12 and community college programs that serve 
targeted industries.

1.2 Design and deploy regional initiatives to align job skill requirements (especially 
in targeted industries) with education and training support under the leadership 
of the Workforce Development Boards, key employers, and other stakeholders.

1.3 Help companies identify specific workforce shortages and the skills, 
certifications, or training required for hard-to-fill jobs.

2. Improve efforts to prepare workers for available jobs.

2.1 Promote Career Readiness Certificate (CRC) usage by employers, students, and 
incumbent workers.

2. Address the unique challenges of adult workers seeking career transitions.

2.1 Help veterans and service personnel exiting the military find jobs in North 
Carolina, especially those with in-demand technical skills.

Performance Measures:

Milestones:

•	 Organized employer-led workforce sector initiatives in each of the state’s regions

•	 Coordinate initiatives in similar industry sectors across the state’s regions

Metrics

•	 Number of workers trained, placed, or otherwise impacted by workforce sector 
initiatives

•	 Number of employers using Career Readiness Certificates as a part of their hiring 
process

•	 Number of workers receiving Career Readiness Certificates
•	 Proportion of the state’s workforce in middle skill jobs that have earned industry-

recognized certifications

•	 Unemployment rate among veterans

GOAL 4 / CHALLENGE 2
STRATEGIES/TACTICS + PERFORMANCE MEASURES






