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An Economy and a Region in Transition 
 
Southeast Iowa is at an important crossroads in its economic transition.  For 20 
years, the region has been buffeted by layoffs in its traditional manufacturing base 
and closures of manufacturing companies, as well as a decline in the farm 
economy.  Throughout this trying time, the region has struggled to determine its 
next course of action.  Now, regional leaders have a decision to make.  Should 
Southeast Iowa continue to struggle economically, while its leaders continue to 
take individual, piecemeal actions in attempts to confront its economic 
stagnation?  Or will leaders in the region acknowledge economic problems and 
vow to strengthen collaborative economic development activities at the local and 
regional levels? 
 
This is the choice Southeast Iowa’s leaders – elected officials, economic development professionals, community 
leaders, business people, education officials, and others – must make.  This Economic Recovery Strategy lays 
out a strategy for taking aggressive action to remedy the current economic problems that the region faces.  It calls 
for all leaders in Southeast Iowa to proactively work to change economic conditions.  All Southeast Iowa 
leadership organizations must agree to an unprecedented level of cooperation with one another and a 
unified focus on economic development. 
 
Southeast Iowa is a region comprised of 4 counties located adjacent to one another in the southeastern most 
corner of Iowa.  The region is located along the Iowa state border formed by the Mississippi River and the Des 
Moines River and shares a state border with both Illinois and Missouri.  The area includes the Cities of Burlington, 
Mount Pleasant, Fort Madison, and Keokuk among others, with a combined total population of almost 113,000.   
 
Southeast Iowa’s economy was built primarily on the twin pillars of agriculture and manufacturing.  However, 
global competition in agriculture and traditional manufacturing has changed the economic landscape.  
Downsizing, layoffs, and offshoring have hit Southeast Iowa and the rest of the Midwest particularly hard.  The 
downward trend in traditional manufacturing and agriculture has resulted in the loss of a steady stream of jobs 
and residents over the past 20 years.   
 
SOUTHEAST IOWA FACES ITS CHALLENGES 
 
The declines in the region’s economy have left Southeast Iowa with series of hurdles to overcome if it is turn its 
economic situation around.  Some of the more serious challenges Southeast Iowa must overcome include: 
 

! Lack of a regional approach to economic development.  One of the greatest challenges 
Southeast Iowa faces in its quest for economic growth and prosperity is its fragmented approach to 
economic development.  Though economic development leaders in the region have worked to 
develop a fledgling region-wide, cooperative economic development approach, Southeast Iowa has 
a long way to go before it can declare its efforts successful.  As one leader in economic 
development remarked during this process, ‘Most people in the region think of themselves as 
residents of the city or town where they live and work rather than as residents of Southeast Iowa.”  
Moreover, most of the communities in the region tend to think and act individually rather than 

I N T R O D U C T I O N



 

                                                                  REGIONAL IMPROVEMENT RECOMMENDATIONS 2

collectively and collaboratively.  With the current global competitive environment, few communities 
compete individually.  Regional collaboration is not only desirable, but is now a matter of economic 
survival.  A regional effort will require the four counties and individual communities to work together 
for their mutual benefit.  

 
! Lack of a support system for entrepreneurs and small businesses.  The region needs to create 

stronger support networks to assist and promote an entrepreneurial environment and assist existing 
small business start-ups.  Though there are isolated programs and efforts designed to assist 
entrepreneurs and small businesses in getting off the ground and prospering (such as the Small 
Business Development Center, which is a part-time operation that does not have the resources to 
help many clients), there needs to be a more systematic, region-wide system in place to create an 
atmosphere that allows these businesses to thrive. 

 
! Loss of Young Professionals.  The lack of activities for a young workforce in addition to the 

overdependence on declining industries (and subsequent job losses) has led to an out migration of 
young workers.  In addition, a prevalent attitude that young people need to leave in order to be 
successful has exacerbated the loss of this important workgroup.  The lack of a young educated 
workforce will make it difficult to attract skilled workers to the area as well as high impact industries 
that rely on these workers. 

 
! Infrastructure Improvements.  Southeast Iowa faces a couple of infrastructure issues that should 

be addressed if the region intends to attract or create businesses in the target industry categories 
identified in the Target Industries Report.  First, while the region is centrally located relative to major 
markets, a lack of adequate commercial air transportation will be a major barrier to attracting 
companies.  Although there is a regional airport in Burlington, it only offers limited service to St. 
Louis.  Most residents travel at least one hour to Moline, Peoria, or Quad Cities in order to access a 
full service airport.  Secondly, many businesses in the recommended target industries require 
communities to have fairly well-developed technological infrastructures in accommodate their need 
to communicate and transmit information to customers or suppliers, or to store and transmit data for 
other businesses (as in the case of data centers, call centers, and back office operations).  
However, the lack of consistent high speed Internet throughout the region will limit the ability local 
businesses and entrepreneurs to grow and compete in a global marketplace. 

 
HIGH-QUALITY ASSETS REMAIN 
 
Despite these challenges, Southeast Iowa has some strong, positive characteristics it can build on to improve its 
economic future.  Those strengths include: 
 

! Location.  Southeast Iowa is geographically well positioned in the heart of the Mid-west.  Large 
metropolitan areas such as Des Moines, Cedar Rapids, Peoria, Saint Louis, Kansas City, and 
Chicago are all located within a 200 to 250-mile radius, and are easily accessible to the region’s 
businesses and residents.  Plenty of affordable land is available. 

 
! Potential for Tourism.  One of the unique features of the region is its historic areas and charming 

towns.  It provides a small town feel.  It has the “Main Street” atmosphere that other communities 
are trying to emulate and recreate.  In addition, several of the region’s communities are surprisingly 
culturally diverse (with a significant Hispanic population and culture) which can provide a cultural get 
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away for nearby metro areas.  The natural resources and access to the Mississippi, in addition to 
four other rivers, provide abundant recreational activities. 

 
! Workforce.  The workforce in the region is stable and possesses the well-known Midwestern work 

ethic and strong manufacturing skills that can be transitioned into more technologically advanced 
forms of manufacturing.  Worker productivity rivals the best in the world.  Businesses will find a 
stable labor force with existing manufacturing skills.   

 
! Transportation.  The region is served by a well-maintained highway system with very little or no 

traffic.  It is also served by rail and river access.  Strategically located on the Mississippi, the region 
could be considered a distribution and logistics center.  Burlington has a long history in 
transportation, having served as the home of Burlington Northern Santa Fe railroad.  The region is 
currently developing an intermodal port.   

 
! Quality of Life.  The region offers a very appealing lifestyle for potential businesses and their 

workers, as well as for tourists.  The region’s natural setting (rivers, trails, and sports) offers 
excellent opportunities for recreation and tourism activities, as do number of historic and cultural 
attractions.  Overall, the cost of housing is very competitive and executive housing is being 
developed.  The area has low electric rates and reliable service.  The temperate climate is unique 
aspect of the region the state (the region is called the “banana belt” of Iowa).  Many are discovering 
Southeast Iowa as a location to retire.  The charming towns, historic areas, and friendly people all 
combine to form a region where families feel safe and children are raised in safety.  Neighbors know 
each other and the community bond is strong. 

 
Therefore, while Southeast Iowa faces major challenges, it also has the capability to turn its economy around with 
a proper focus and new strategies for growth.  Business, community, and political leaders in the area understand 
this and want to capitalize on future economic trends and opportunities.  This Economic Recovery Strategy will 
detail strategies to help the region build its economic future.  
 
ABOUT THIS ECONOMIC RECOVERY STRATEGY 
 
Economic development can be described as having two functions: product improvement and product 
promotion.  Product improvement (or in the case of most economic development, community improvement) 
initiatives are most effective when the community works together to strengthen its assets.  It is the role of regional 
or local economic development organizations to communicate these assets to the outside world and improve the 
perception (or in some cases change a misperception) of the region.  The communication of a community’s 
assets is the product promotion of economic development. 
 

1. Product (or community) Improvements  
Through community development projects, a community ensures that it has the best “product” for 
business expansion, recruitment, and investment.  Product improvement examples include ensuring that 
the community has a trained and educated workforce; ensuring necessary infrastructure is in place, 
ensuring the community maintains a pro-business environment and a high quality of life. 
Recommendations for product improvements for Southeast Iowa are provided by AE in this Economic 
Recovery Strategy in the areas of Business Climate, Education and Workforce, Sites and Infrastructure 
and Quality of Life. 
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2. Product Promotion 
This includes not only promoting the community to internal audiences including stakeholders, political 
leaders, citizens, local businesses, and young professionals but also to those outside of the region such 
as site selectors and targeted industries. Activities associated with selling or promoting the community 
build awareness and improve perceptions of the community to the outside world. 
 

This Economic Recovery Strategy is divided into two distinct sections: 1) the recommendations that will improve 
the “product” of Southeast Iowa; and 2) the marketing plan that will help regional leaders communicate the 
positive assets of the region to target audiences (such as potential target businesses, potential workers, and 
other key audiences).   
 
The strategy begins with product improvement recommendations.  While there are many ways to improve the 
region, the section of the report dealing with product improvement will focus on those most critical improvements 
that will have the greatest impact on economic development in the region and in marketing the region to target 
audiences. 
 
While the region faces several challenges of various degrees of magnitude, this Economic Recovery Strategy 
identifies ten highest priority strategies that, if implemented, will have the most far-reaching positive effects on the 
region.  The strategies confront the key problems the region needs to address.  The following pages summarize 
the recommended economic development vision for Southeast Iowa, the overall goals that will help the region to 
realize this vision, and each of the recommendations that will help the region achieve those goals. 
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Workforce and Education:  Ensure that the current and future workforce in 
Southeast Iowa is prepared to fill technologically skilled and creative jobs in 
the target industries.   
 
This goal ensures that Southeast Iowa has the type of skilled workforce that can fill the type of jobs its 
recommended target industries will create – jobs that require a higher level of technological skill, a higher level of 
creativity, and a higher level of knowledge and experience than jobs in traditional industries have required in the 
past.  These skills are not only for jobs in companies that the region might attract from outside, but are also for 
home-grown companies in the region already requiring a higher level of technical skill and knowledge.  The 
region’s workforce development programs and institutions of higher education already do a good job in training 
the workforce, implementing the following recommendation will enhance this goal: 
 

!  Ensure that the colleges in Southeast Iowa are able to meet the training and skill 
needs of the recommended target industries. 

 
Iowa Wesleyan College and Southeastern Community College have been very effective in providing workforce 
development and degree programs to prepare the workforce for many types of jobs, but they can play an even 
more central role as the region prepares to attract the recommended target industries.  For example, in the case 
of light advanced manufacturing, the two higher education institutions can contribute significantly to the skills of 
the workforce in light advanced manufacturing.  Southeastern Community College should focus its educational 
and training programs on high-end manufacturing and technology, and Iowa Wesleyan College should focus on 
preparing students with business and management training so those students are prepared to manage high-end 
manufacturing operations.  There are similar roles for the colleges to play in preparing for all the other target 
industries as well.  And overall, the colleges can play a significant advisory role as regional leaders prepare the 
region to attract other target industries.   
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Quality of Life:  Continue to preserve the high quality of life already present in 
Southeast Iowa and improve quality of life elements most likely to attract 
young professionals and businesses among the recommended target 
industries. 
 
This goal ensures that Southeast Iowa has the type of atmosphere that is attractive to a variety of people, an 
atmosphere that will keep people in the region while attracting even more people and companies that can 
enhance the economy and the community.  Southeast Iowa already has a fine quality of life that resident brag 
about, from its small town, neighborly feel to its family-friendly, safe environment.  However, implementing the 
following recommendation will enhance this goal: 
 

! Put the new young professional organizations in the region in charge of 
developing and implementing the strategy to attract and retain more young 
professionals to Southeast Iowa. 

 
The loss of young professionals in Southeast Iowa is a major concern.  It is a concern leaders in the region are 
working to address through the establishment of two young professional organizations – Action Mount Pleasant 
(AMP) and Great River Connextions, the young professional organization in Burlington.  The efforts underway 
currently are very encouraging, and the young professionals in these two organizations are very engaged in 
making their communities more appealing to young professionals like themselves.   
 
While these efforts are promising, they need to be greatly expanded.  The young professional organizations 
should be given responsibility for developing and implementing an attraction and retention strategy for young 
professionals in Southeast Iowa.  Many communities across the country have established young professional 
organizations that are providing vital connections for young professionals seeking to network with others like 
them, find professional fulfillment and career enhancement opportunities, and improve their communities so they 
are more appealing to young professionals.  Communities such as Milwaukee, Racine, St. Louis, Erie, and 
Champaign-Urbana have Young Professionals Networks, paid staff, and well-developed strategic plans.  Hence, 
their organizations are more advanced, have more members, and report greater impact on the community’s 
attraction and retention initiatives. 
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Sites and Infrastructure: Ensure that Southeast Iowa develops and maintains 
the infrastructure necessary to meet the needs of businesses that want to 
expand or locate in the region. 
 
This goal ensures that Southeast Iowa has the physical infrastructure that target industries will be looking for as 
they make relocation decisions or as they make decisions on expanding existing facilities in the region.  Overall, 
Southeast Iowa’s infrastructure is strong, with a good highway system, good rail, and the Mississippi River to 
provide multiple options for transporting products to market; reliable utility systems; and plenty of available land 
and buildings. However, implementing the following recommendations will enhance this goal: 
 

! Determine the region’s capabilities and needs in technological infrastructure by 
conducting a feasibility study of broadband capacity in Southeast Iowa, and 
beginning the process of acting on the study’s recommendations to improve the 
region’s telecommunications capacity.  

 
While Southeast Iowa has a solid infrastructure in terms of ground transportation, utility capacity, available land, 
available buildings, and industrial parks, the region is severely lacking in telecommunication infrastructure such 
as high-speed Internet or wireless.  This telecommunication infrastructure is critical to many industries, including 
back office operations, call centers, and data centers, or any type of industry that requires storage or transmission 
of significant amounts of data or information.  Southeast Iowa should initiate a study of the capacity and need for 
broadband and wireless technologies and prepare to develop the infrastructure for advanced 
telecommunications. 
 

! Expand flight options at the Southeast Iowa Regional Airport in Burlington to 
make the region more attractive and accessible to potential target industries 
examining the region as a possible business location. 

 
Southeast Iowa residents flying for business or pleasure have four options for air service: Southeast Iowa 
Regional Airport in Burlington, which is served by the American Connection (a regional carrier of American 
Airlines) with three flights daily to and from St Louis; Peoria Regional Airport in Peoria, Illinois; Eastern Iowa 
Airport in Cedar Rapids; and the Quad City International Airport in Moline, Illinois.  The other three airports are 
one or two hours away from the region, but have more flight options.   
 
Though business travelers currently living and working in the region are accustomed to having limited options at 
the local airport and flying out of airports that are farther away, the lack of flight options at the airport in Burlington 
and the distance from the other three airports makes air service inconvenient for many business travelers, and 
could discourage business owners from outside the region from deciding to locate in Southeast Iowa.  While 
businesses may tend to be more technologically connected to their customers, they still need to be able to access 
other parts of the country and the world to some extent.  Convenient air service that provides numerous flight 
options is often a major factor in a business’s location decision. 
 
The following sections will provide more details on these recommendations to improve conditions in Southeast 
Iowa in each of these five areas.  By making these improvements, Southeast Iowa will prepare itself to attract and 
create businesses in the target industry categories described in Volume 2 of this Economic Recovery Strategy, 
the Target Industries Report.  Also, the region will provide an improved “product” that can then be promoted more 
effectively by implementing the Southeast Iowa Marketing Plan, which is Volume 3 of this strategy. 
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ve the effectiveness of economic development and marketing efforts 
laborative, regional effort, and hold organizations in the region accountable 

titive economic environment, those communities with a regional approach to economic 
ceed.  A study of regionalism, conducted by the Center for Governmental Studies at Northern 
 in 2001, Regionalism: An Economic Development Driver, discusses the meaning of regionalism: 

 regionally means thinking beyond political boundaries to the boundaries of those 
a common interest.  It means understanding that planning within a region is not 
ous with regional planning.  It means building coalitions that often are informal and 

 tailored to specific projects focusing on job creation, tourism, transportation, land use, 
, any combination of these, or any other issue with a regional impact. . . .Regional 
tion is much more than inter-governmental cooperation.  Regional collaborations pull 

r appropriate players from the government, the private, and the nonprofit sectors, from 
 and retailing, from social service agencies and civic organizations.  A common interest 
 coming together to increase resources and to find competitive niches, not in 
sarily creating new organizations or layers of government. 

Southeast Iowa responsible for economic development should collaborate on economic 
iatives, including efforts to attract target industries to the region, and in the same vein, efforts to 
t Iowa (branding, public relations, messaging on web sites, industry tradeshow participation, and 
ctivities aimed at growing the economy of the entire region) should be collaborative in nature.  

s in this section deal with three areas: making a regional economic development effort work; 
enue source for economic development; and developing a regional revenue sharing mechanism 

munities and counties in the region to share in the benefits of economic development efforts.  

lish a regional collaborative compact agreement to implement the 
mendations in this Economic Recovery Strategy and undertake future 
mic development efforts.  

st challenges Southeast Iowa faces in its quest for economic success is its failure to pursue 
pment initiatives as a region.  To form a regional effort Southeast Iowa should develop an 
d to show their commitment and accountability to improving the economic health of the region, 
collaborative and cooperative way.  The way to accomplish this is to establish a regional 
pment compact.  A compact is a public document that details the terms by which each of the 
olved in the agreement will be accountable for the success of economic development efforts.  An 
t not only details the expected results and benefits each participant wants to get out of the 
o details what resources each participant is going to contribute to ensure the compact’s success.   

le of a regional economic development compact is one established by the Metropolitan Forum, a 
ganizations in the St. Louis area among the East West Gateway Coordinating Council, FOCUS 
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St. Louis, and the St. Louis Regional Chamber and Growth Association (RCGA).  The three organizations came 
together in the belief that longstanding and complex regional issues are not now being effectively addressed and 
that a wholly new approach is required.  The region’s history is filled with highly publicized, yet failed attempts to 
address major problems, as well as many examples of fragmentation over the years.  Stronger, more meaningful 
partnerships are needed among government, business, and civic leaders.  Bolder actions are needed to have real 
impact at a scale that matters.  A new spirit of honesty and accountability must motivate fact-based solutions to 
serious issues rather than public recognition, credit, or blame.   
 
The catalyst for a more regional approach to economic development in St. Louis was the 1992 decision of 
Southwestern Bell, the regional telephone company, to move its headquarters from St. Louis to San Antonio, 
Texas.  This shock to the local economy forced area leaders to head off similar actions by other major 
corporations located in the St. Louis region.  The RCGA spearheaded the creation of the Greater St. Louis 
Economic Development Council to serve as the economic development arm of the regional chamber and bring 
together business leaders, community leaders, small business owners, union representatives, and the area’s 
political leadership to put a regional economic development effort in motion.  
 
The Metropolitan Forum was formed by the signing of a memorandum of understanding by all involved parties.  
This symbolic signing of the agreement showed the community that the leaders were ready to support a regional 
approach to economic development.   
 
The compact requires the participants to meet at least four times a year to discuss progress, have representation 
from a variety of organizations in the region, concentrate on initiatives that have a broad, significant impact on the 
region, and share responsibilities and costs for implementing those initiatives. 
 
In addition to the quarterly accountability sessions agreed to in compact such as the one St. Louis established, it 
is also a good idea to hold annual public accountability sessions, in which the participants in the compact share 
with the public the progress they have made in their economic development efforts, to celebrate their successes, 
and to pledge further specific actions in the coming year.  This not only ensures that participating organizations 
remain accountable to one another and to the public for economic development efforts, but also generates 
enthusiasm for the successes the region has achieved in improving its the economic health. 
 

Actions: 
1. Develop a collective compact agreement to implement the recommendations in the Economic 

Recovery Strategy and engage in other future economic development efforts, and develop an 
official Memorandum of Understanding among all participants.  The chief participants should include 
the Southeast Iowa Regional Planning Commission (SEIRPC) and the members of the Southeast 
Iowa Regional Economic Development Consortium (SIREDC), as well as other players in the region 
identified as critical to any aspect of economic development in Southeast Iowa 

2. SEIRPC should provide staff support related to implementing this regional effort and carrying 
through on the collective compact agreement. 

3. The Memorandum of Understanding should detail what each participant expects to result from its 
participation in the compact, as well as the resources each participant will contribute to ensure that 
the recommendations are implemented.  

4. Develop key performance measures for accountability based so that all participants in the compact 
can determine how much progress has been made not only in implementing recommendations in 
the Economic Recovery Strategy but also in implementing other economic development initiatives.  
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5. Follow up quarterly to assess progress and compare the progress made toward successful 
economic development in the region.   

6. Conduct an annual accountability session to assess the progress made in improving economic 
development efforts in the region, pledge continued activities, and celebrate successes. 

 
Responsibility: SIREDC, SEIRPC 
Timeframe:  Develop compact August-October 2006; begin quarterly accountability sessions in January 2007 
Cost:  Minimal staff time 
 

2. Establish a stable and predictable funding mechanism for regional 
economic development efforts. 
 

A major challenge to implementing a regional economic development effort is that there are limited available 
sources of funds for such an effort.  Each of the economic development organizations in the region have very 
tight, very small budgets, and other funding for economic development efforts has been secured through the 
Southeast Iowa Regional Planning Commission, which has applied for and received $4,000,000 in grants through 
the Economic Development Administration, the federal agency responsible for funding economic development 
initiatives throughout the nation.  Therefore, there are relatively few reliable funding sources available for these 
activities in the region. 
 
The region should have the option of levying a local sales tax to provide a stable and predictable revenue source 
to fund economic development initiatives.  This sales tax option will first require authorization by the state 
legislature and then action by the region’s county governments.  The total sum of revenue raised for this entire 
effort region-wide should amount to $250,000. 
 
 

Actions: 
1. Work with the region’s legislators and the Iowa Department of Economic Development to obtain 

legislative authorization to levy a county sales tax option to raise funds for economic development. 
2. Develop a formula to calculate the amount that each county governmental entity should levy. 
3. SEIRPC works with county governing bodies to conduct an election to approve a sales tax levy to 

fund economic development. 
4. The revenue raised will be placed in a fund that will be administered by SEIRPC and spending from 

the fund will be approved by a majority vote from SIREDC.   
5. Continue pursuing funding from EDA for the region to supplement the funds secured through the 

sales tax levy.  
 
Responsibility: SIREDC and County Governments 
Timeframe:  Beginning September 2006 
Cost: $250,000 annually   
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3. Explore establishment of a revenue sharing system for economic 

development organizations in the region. 
 

The regional economic development initiative in Southeast Iowa might work more effectively if cities and counties 
in the region could see additional tangible benefits resulting from their participation in the regional partnership.  
One way to realize additional benefits would be some type of revenue sharing system. 
 
The seven counties, 188 municipalities, and over 100 school districts in the Minneapolis-St. Paul region have a 
tax revenue sharing plan enacted in 1971 by the Minnesota Legislature that pools 40 percent of the increase in all 
communities' commercial and industrial property valuation.  All cities and townships in the region keep their pre-
1971 tax bases plus 60 percent of any annual growth to that tax base.  The pool is taxed at a uniform rate and 
redistributed among all local government entities.  The redistribution formula estimates each community's annual 
population and how its commercial/industrial tax base per capita compares with the regional per capita average.  
Poorer than average communities receive more back from the fund than they contribute, while richer than 
average communities contribute more than they receive.  A revenue sharing system such as this would not only 
demonstrate the tangible benefits of participating in a regional cooperative economic development system, but 
would also help reduce some of the competition for increased tax revenues that comes from competing for 
economic development projects. 
 
Exploring this type of revenue sharing arrangement might require action by the State Legislature to implement, 
but the arrangement would provide a visible and tangible sign of the benefits of regional cooperation. 

 
Actions: 
1. Research Minneapolis’ revenue sharing system, including interviews with key players. 
2. Conduct discussions with local governments about the desirability of revenue sharing plan and all 

details involving revenue sharing plan.   
3. Reach consensus with local governments on the details of revenue sharing plan.  
4. Work with state legislative delegation to develop and pass any necessary legislation to make 

revenue sharing possible. 
 
Responsibility:  SIREDC, SEIRPC (staff assistance), local government representatives, state legislative 
delegation 
Timeframe:  Beginning September 2006 
Cost: Staff Time   
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AL:  Create a business climate in Southeast Iowa that supports the retention and 
ansion of existing businesses, supports entrepreneurs and small businesses, fosters 
rse job opportunities, and helps companies in the target industries thrive so that they 
 provide quality jobs. 

ong business climate is essential to successful economic development.  Southeast Iowa must develop a 
ger support system for entrepreneurs and small businesses and provide incentives at the local level for 
t industries that provide high-paying jobs and spur investment in the region.  

nger entrepreneurial and venture capital networks must emerge in Southeast Iowa.  To build sustainable 
omic competitiveness, the region needs to create an environment where entrepreneurs can start businesses 
those businesses can thrive.  The stimulation of entrepreneurship through the formation and development of 
 commercial businesses can play a key role in creating a diversity of new jobs.  Entrepreneurs are primary 
ributors and forces for mobilizing resources that develop the economy, providers of employment for others, 
stabilizing factors in the communities in which they operate. 

 while there are many factors industries and site selectors take into consideration when making location 
sions, the availability of some type of incentives is often important in “closing the deal” and deciding where to 
te a company.  Incentives can take many forms; one type of incentive communities in the region can offer to 
t industries.  This is the type of incentive individual communities can offer that might help entice a company 

cate in one of Southeast Iowa’s communities.   

Build a stronger support system for entrepreneurs and small businesses. 

e is not a strong support system for entrepreneurs or small businesses in Southeast Iowa.  A critical aspect 
ilding sustainable economic competitiveness is building a strong support network that will encourage 
preneurs to create new businesses and help small businesses to thrive.  The stimulation of entrepreneurship 
gh the formation and development of new commercial businesses and social enterprises can play a key role 
ploying underutilized resources in the distressed areas of the region.  

epreneurs are economic engines of the community.  They are employers, people who mobilize economic 
urces and stimulate further economic activity because of their efforts, and serve as stabilizing factors in a 
munity.  They provide several major benefits: 

! They create jobs at relatively low capital cost, especially in the fast growing service sector. 
! They serve as a source of innovation in products, services, and techniques. 
! They provide a productive outlet for the energies of enterprising and energetic people. 
! They develop a pool of skilled workers who serve as the basis of industrial expansion. 
! They contribute to the increased participation of all communities in the economic activities of a region. 
! They serve an important social function by creating new career opportunities, fast upward social 

mobility, and in many instances preserve a set of community values. 
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In 2001, the Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation, a philanthropic foundation dedicated to fostering the 
entrepreneurial spirit and supporting entrepreneurial efforts, established the National Commission on 
Entrepreneurship “to provide local, state, and national leaders with a roadmap for sustaining and expanding a 
flourishing entrepreneurial economy.”  Its December 2001 report “Building Entrepreneurial Networks” detailed the 
steps necessary for creating the type of support system that creates and sustains an entrepreneurial 
environment.  The report begins by saying: 
 

If there’s one thing that nearly all entrepreneurs want and need, it’s the opportunity to network 
with their peers and share new ideas and war stories.  This was as true in the old economy as it 
is in today’s economy.  After all, the Lion’s Club and Rotary Club are not just about charity; they 
generate business contacts as well.  The need for such networking is probably even greater 
today.  More people are starting businesses or at least dreaming about doing so, and the 
number of existing small businesses is near all-time highs.  These new or aspiring 
entrepreneurs can learn on the job, or they can learn from the best teachers of all: other 
entrepreneurs.  Local entrepreneurship networks offer the most effective path for this kind of 
shared experiences. 

 
 
The report details ten steps to establishing and growing a successful entrepreneurial network. 
 

1. Map the Territory.  The report stresses the importance of analyzing the need for an entrepreneurial 
network by asking some key questions: “Do community businesses cooperate with one another 
today?  Are formal business and civic organizations, like the chamber of commerce or the Lion’s Club, 
in place?  Is there a demand for networking opportunities among local entrepreneurs?  Where are 
there resource gaps for businesses and entrepreneurs?  What common needs are not being met?  
Are there any new opportunities?  What type of network will best support our economic goals?”  The 
report emphasizes that communities do not necessarily need to create a new organization, if an 
existing organization can be modified to meet the purpose of networking entrepreneurs.  This exercise 
also emphasizes the importance of determining how a local network aligns with regional economic 
goals. 

 
2. Sketch the Plan.  There are three basic options for realizing the overall goal of creating an effective 

entrepreneurial network.  The first option is to “seed” an existing network – “supporting the 
development of emerging networks that are already operating or are on the verge of being 
established by local entrepreneurs.”  Option two is to develop networks around existing economic 
development initiatives.  “Organizations can also build networks around existing economic 
development initiatives and act as a networking broker between entrepreneurs, making introductions 
to other businesses and service providers who can help them.”  Option three is to start a new network 
from scratch.  "Communities lacking a strong entrepreneurial tradition may have no choice but to start 
anew.  In other cases a new organization may be required because existing business groups are 
unwilling or unable to create new networking opportunities.” 

 
3. Identify and Approach Leadership.  “Business networks are typically led by volunteer 

entrepreneurial business leaders, aided by full-time or part-time staff who provide administrative 
support for the network,” the report states.  “Most successful networks are started or catalyzed by a 
small group of entrepreneurs (or even a single entrepreneur) who are fully committed to the cause 
and also enjoy some standing in the business community.  These individuals are able to reach across 
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various community boundaries, and create a buzz about the importance of changing the local 
business climate via networking and other initiatives.” 

 
4. Launch pilot efforts.  The next step can be best described by the Nike slogan, Just Do It.  The report 

states, “With some or all of the leadership in place, the next step is to launch the network.  At this 
point, practical considerations take over.  These include: logistics (where, when, how often, what 
time), media and outreach (who to invite and how to invite them), and a program (usually a speaker).  
Starting a new organization always requires some learning by doing.  Determining what works or what 
will best stimulate local networking can only be assessed by getting businesses together and seeing 
what happens.” 

 
5. Outreach to businesses.  This step is where marketing comes in.  “Like any other business 

endeavor, marketing is critical to networking success.  Businesses and entrepreneurs need to know 
about networking opportunities.  A network also needs a steady stream of new people and new 
leaders to keep it fresh, exciting, and sustainable over time.  Traditional outreach tools include 
newsletters, e-letters, websites, newspaper, radio and other media ads, e-mail blasts, a calendar of 
events, word of mouth, and telephone trees.” 

 
6. Seed and Replicate.  The establishment of one entrepreneurial network is just the beginning.  “The 

presence of one network begins to build the infrastructure for an entrepreneurial region, but regional 
growth depends on a deep and rich assortment of networks.  Indeed, one effective measure of 
success is how the initial network has helped spark creation of other networks.  Booming communities 
can often trace their economic histories via the paths taken by managers and employees associated 
with an early anchor company,” says the report.  “Network organizations are a means to create these 
connections in every community.  Creating a single network is not enough; it also makes sense to 
seed new networks to build up and diversify the institutional infrastructure and capacity.” 

 
7. Build strategic alliances (Network the Network).  Following the philosophy of “strength in 

numbers,” the report stresses the importance of building strategic alliances.  “In dynamic regions, 
networks among area institutions parallel the networks among businesses,” the report contends.  
“When building alliances, a top priority should be to access resources not currently available in 
existing networks.  In large metropolitan areas, such networks can generally be found close to home.  
In rural areas and small towns, finding such links may require some creativity and alliance building on 
a national scale.” 

 
8. Let the pot boil.  This step stresses the long-term nature of building entrepreneurial networks and the 

importance of patience and sticking with the effort.  The report states, “It is indeed possible to start 
with one institution, build small networks, encourage individual entrepreneurs, seed burgeoning 
networks, build alliances, and – slowly with patience and flexibility – nurture an entrepreneurial 
culture.”  However, the report emphasizes that success is not guaranteed and can take time to be 
realized.  “Thus, patience, consistency, and leadership are critical components….  A minimum 
commitment of three to four years is generally required to generate significant change in a 
community, and an even longer time frame is optimal.”   

 
9. Letting go.  Ultimately and ideally, the network should be able to stand on its own and flourish 

independently from the people and organizations that initiated it.  “For community leaders interested 
in promoting networks, the ultimate goal must be creation of a self-managing network.  Thus, any 
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effort to start a network must include a vision for its eventual spin-off….  Letting go is really the 
highest measure of success for networks.  It signals the build-up of a critical mass of entrepreneurs 
who can sustain the network organizationally and financially.  Additionally, letting go creates new 
allies and new sources of business leadership for a community.  These new entrepreneurial leaders 
are much better equipped to voice business concerns, provide support for entrepreneurs, and help 
invest in improving the local business climate.” 

 
10. Tell the story.  One of the most important steps in this process is sharing the success with others.  

“Building an enabling entrepreneurial climate requires that local leaders keep telling the story of local 
networks, entrepreneurs, and the region’s development.  Networks should highlight local heroes, 
show growth and development, spotlight new and growing resources, market local events, and search 
for recognition opportunities such as national awards programs.”  This step requires that leaders in 
the effort to establish a successful entrepreneurial network develop and maintain good relationships 
with local media and involve reporters in activities whenever possible.  The quest to build networks 
should be as public and open as possible, and successes should be trumpeted as loudly as possible. 

 
Building a support network for entrepreneurs and businesses is a long-term effort that requires leadership, 
commitment, and patience.  The ultimate benefit, however, is a strong and solid network that ensures a stronger 
business climate and economic base. 
 
  

Actions: 
1. Follow the steps recommended by the National Commission on Entrepreneurship to build a strong 

entrepreneurial network. 
2. The network (the Southeast Iowa Entrepreneurial Association) should provide networking 

opportunities, connections to resources, and education opportunities for entrepreneurs.  The 
association should also host one-day entrepreneurial workshops at least twice yearly for 
entrepreneurs. 

3. Improve access to early-stage venture capital and other funding resources by working with the 
region’s banks to market existing regional loan programs, providing local banks with resources that 
educate them on the best way to support small and start up companies, and establishing stronger 
links to venture capital and angel investor networks. 

 
Responsibility: SIREDC, Southeastern Community College, Area Banks, Area Entrepreneurs 
Timeframe: Beginning January 2007  
Cost:  $75,000 annually 
 
 

2. Provide discounts on building permit fees, tap fees, inspection fees, and 
any other fees related to the development process for target industries, 
depending on the number and wage levels of jobs created and the amount 
of capital investment involved. 

 
As Southeast Iowa moves forward in its efforts to attract the target industries recommended in the Target 
Industries Report, municipal governments in the region can play an important role in providing incentives to those 
industries.  Many industries that choose sites in Southeast Iowa will also have to go through the development 
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process in the community or communities in which they are building their facilities.  Communities in the region 
should work to make the development process as efficient and inexpensive as possible.  To achieve this, all of 
the communities in the region should put together schedules of specific discounted rates for all of the fees related 
to the development process for companies in a target industry and tie the provision of these discounted rates to 
the number of potential jobs created, the average salaries for the positions created, and the amount of capital 
investment a company might provide to a community. 

 
Actions: 
1. All communities should be encouraged to foster the growth of targeted industries by reducing 

permit, tap, and inspection fees as an incentive to recruit businesses.     
2. These discounts should also be available to developers who are targeting the six target industries 

we have identified with spec development projects. 
3. Discounts should be tied directly to the number of jobs a target company would create, the average 

salaries of positions created, and the amount of potential investment a company would make in 
establishing its facility in the community. 

4. Discounted fees should be reclaimed if lease agreements in the spec development are made with 
businesses in industries other than the six targets. 

 
Responsibility: Local Governments 
Timeframe: Beginning September 2006 and ongoing  
Cost:  Depends on the discounts offered.  
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AL:  Ensure that the current and future workforce in Southeast Iowa is prepared to fill 
hnologically skilled and creative jobs in the target industries. 

Ensure that area colleges and universities are able to provide degree programs 
that satisfy the skill and education needs of target industries.  

a Wesleyan College and Southeastern Community College have been very effective in providing workforce 
elopment and degree programs to prepare the workforce for many types of jobs.  However, the two schools 
 play an even more central role, particularly in target industries such as light advanced manufacturing.  In the 
e of that target industry, the two higher education institutions can contribute significantly to the skills of the 
kforce in light advanced manufacturing.  Southeastern Community College should focus its educational and 
ing programs on high-end manufacturing and technology, and Iowa Wesleyan College should focus on 

paring students with business and management training so those students are prepared to manage high-end 
ufacturing operations.  And overall, the colleges should play a significant advisory role as regional leaders 

pare the region to attract other target industries.  The colleges should review the workforce requirements for 
h of the target industries and determine whether they have the degree programs needed to satisfy the needs 
usinesses in the recommended target industries.  The colleges should not only examine existing degree and 
ificate programs but should also examine whether the area’s colleges and universities need to establish new 
ree or certificate programs that can provide the workforce these industries need.  

Actions: 
1. Learn the skill requirements of target industries by reviewing the Target Industries Report and, to 

the greatest extent possible, meeting with employers in those industries to discuss training needs. 
2. Develop new programs or modify existing ones to meet the training needs of target industry 

employers. 
3.  Follow up annually with target industry employers to determine any changes to employee training 

needs due to changing industry requirements. 
 

ponsibility: Southeastern Community College, Iowa Wesleyan College, SIREDC 
eframe: Beginning September 2006 and ongoing  
t:  Depends on programs offered.  
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:  Continue to preserve the high quality of life already present in Southeast Iowa 
prove quality of life elements most likely to attract young professionals and 

esses among the recommended target industries. 

ast Iowa has a great quality of life, which is one of its strongest selling points.  The most significant issue 
ng quality of life that needs improvement is the need to attract and retain young professionals.  

arge young professional organizations in Southeast Iowa with the  
sponsibility of developing and implementing strategies to attract and retain 
ofessionals age 25-44 to the region.   

 
s of young professionals in Southeast Iowa is a major concern.  It is a concern leaders in the region are 
 to address through the establishment of two young professional organizations – Action Mount Pleasant 

and Great River Connextions, the young professional organization in Burlington.  The efforts underway 
ly are very encouraging, and the young professionals in these two organizations are very engaged in 
 their communities more appealing to young professionals like themselves.   

hese efforts are promising, they need to be greatly expanded.  The young professional organizations 
be given responsibility for developing and implementing an attraction and retention strategy for young 
ionals in Southeast Iowa.  Many communities across the country have established young professional 
ations that are providing vital connections for young professionals seeking to network with others like 
ind professional fulfillment and career enhancement opportunities, and improve their communities so they 
re appealing to young professionals.  Communities such as Milwaukee, Racine, St. Louis, Erie, and 
aign-Urbana have Young Professionals Networks, paid staff, and well-developed strategic plans.  Hence, 
ganizations are more advanced, have more members, and report greater impact on the community’s 
on and retention initiatives. 

 example of an effective young professional organization is in Illinois Quad Cities.  Young Professionals 
k (YPN) is Illinois Quad Cities’ effective talent attraction and retention vehicle.  When young professionals 
o Illinois Quad Cities and realize there is a place for them to connect to other young professionals and to 

munity, they are up to 300% more likely to stay in the area.  With over 800 young professionals actively 
ked and begging to be better connected to each other and to the community, YPN is the single greatest 
 to retain young knowledge workers in Illinois Quad Cities.  YPN has full responsibility for implementing its 
professional attraction and retention strategy. 

ung professional organizations operating in Southeast Iowa should be given the same responsibility of 
 an attraction and retention strategy in place. 
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Actions: 
1. Give the two young professional organizations in Southeast Iowa full primary responsibility for marketing 

to and attracting more young professionals to the region.  The two organizations should be exclusively 
responsible for inclusion efforts, community leadership development for young professionals, and 
marketing efforts aimed at young professionals.  Marketing efforts should include a young professional 
website with information on topics such as after-hours entertainment, shopping venues, educational 
opportunities, sports, etc.  Develop, write, and produce a weblog for the young professionals group.  
Incorporate additional promotional activities, such as e-newsletters, direct mailers, and advertising to 
attract their interest. 

1. As one of their tasks, have the young professional organizations create a tagline aimed specifically at 
young professionals as part of efforts to create a comprehensive tagline and brand for the region.  To 
retain and attract this demographic, the region needs a complementary tagline to promote to young 
professionals. 

2. Work with alumni programs at Iowa Wesleyan College and Southeastern Community College to recruit 
alumni back to the area by hosting alumni receptions during sporting events, including articles in alumni 
newsletters about Southeast Iowa activities and keep them apprised of regional activities throughout the 
year. 

3. Create a specially targeted campaign to attract “Boomerangs,” people who grew up in Southeast Iowa, 
attended college, or once worked in the region but left.  These people are the best candidates for re-
attraction to the region.  Many cities in the Midwest are having great luck re-attracting them to the area 
after they’ve reached their late 20’s or early 30’s and started their families.  The campaign should 
include information targeted to Boomerangs on the young professional website, targeted direct mail and 
e-mail campaigns, and special events. 

4. Create a place for young professionals to network as members on civic boards, other economic 
development efforts/councils.  Engage them and actively recruit them to participate. 

5. Host a “special topic” breakfast seminar and invite local business leaders, potential mentors, young 
professionals, entrepreneurs, investors, and others to speak.  Special topics may include entrepreneur 
success stories, target industry business accomplishments, etc. 

6. As an incentive for young professionals to become involved in the young professionals network, offer 
discount cards for membership.  Encourage businesses to donate discounts, products, tickets, or other 
items of interest to young professionals.  

 
 
Responsibility: Young Professional Organizations 
Timeframe: Beginning Immediately 
Cost: $50,000   
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OAL:  Ensure that Southeast Iowa develops and maintains the infrastructure necessary 
 meet the needs of businesses that want to expand or locate in the region. 

. Determine the infrastructure capabilities for broadband and wireless 
telecommunication technology through Southeast Iowa, and develop plans as 
necessary to improve the infrastructure for those technologies. 

hile Southeast Iowa has a solid infrastructure in terms of ground transportation, utility capacity, available land, 
vailable buildings, and industrial parks, the region is severely lacking in telecommunication infrastructure such 
s high-speed Internet or wireless.  This telecommunication infrastructure is critical to many industries, including 
ack office operations, call centers, and data centers, or any type of industry that requires storage or transmission 
f significant amounts of data or information.  Southeast Iowa should initiate a study of the capacity and need for 
roadband and wireless technologies and prepare to develop the infrastructure for advanced 
lecommunications. 

Actions: 
1. Develop a Request for Proposals (RFP) with specific requirements for consultant and desired outcomes. 
2. Issue RFP and receive responses. 
3. Review responses and select most qualified consultant. 
4. Consultant conducts study by reviewing current communication technology in Southeast Iowa, 

identifying future improvements needed for broadband and wireless systems to succeed, gathering 
public input on communication technology needs, and developing a plan for broadband and wireless 
capacity throughout Southeast Iowa. 

esponsibility: SIREDC 
imeframe: Beginning January 2007 
ost:  $75,000 

.  Expand flight options at Southeast Iowa Regional Airport. 

outheast Iowa residents flying for business or pleasure have four options for air service: Southeast Iowa 
egional Airport in Burlington, which is served by the American Connection (a regional carrier of American 
irlines) with three flights daily to and from St Louis; Peoria Regional Airport in Peoria, Illinois; Eastern Iowa 
irport in Cedar Rapids; and the Quad City International Airport in Moline, Illinois.  The other three airports are 
ne or two hours away from the region, but have more flight options.   

hough business travelers currently living and working in the region are accustomed to having limited options at 
e local airport and flying out of airports that are farther away, the lack of flight options at the airport in Burlington 

nd the distance from the other three airports makes air service inconvenient for many business travelers, and 
uld discourage business owners from outside the region from deciding to locate in Southeast Iowa.  While 

usinesses may tend to be more technologically connected to their customers, they still need to be able to access 
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other parts of the country and the world to some extent.  Convenient air service that provides numerous flight 
options is often a major factor in a business’s location decision. 
 
Of course, the airport will not be able to expand the number of flights it offers unless there is increased demand 
for those flights, so this recommendation may require evidence of increased demand for air service in and out of 
Burlington.  As target industries begin to show more interest in Southeast Iowa as a business location and 
existing businesses begin to demand more air service in and out of Burlington, the airport will be better able to 
justify more flights and possibly more carriers. 
 

Actions: 
1. Work with the Federal Aviation Administration to determine the demand requirements for increasing 

air service in and out of Burlington. 
2. Work with existing businesses to register demand with the FAA for increased air service. 

 
Responsibility: SIREDC, Airport Staff, Airlines 
Timeframe:   Ongoing 
Cost:  Depends on Number of Flights, Improvements Needed to Accommodate Extra Flights 
 
 


	The following vision statement describes what Southeast Iowa will strive to become in the next five to ten years.  This vision will be the ultimate result of the economic development and marketing initiatives detailed in this document, as well as the Mar
	
	Southeast Iowa will become a leading economic region by building on its manufacturing and agricultural history to create new, technologically advanced industries, create a strong environment for businesses and entrepreneurial growth, build long-term sust


	This vision statement recognizes several of the Southeast Iowa region’s top priorities.
	First, it recognizes the historical industry strengths of the region and the need to build on those strengths to create the region’s future advanced manufacturing base.
	Second, it recognizes the need for the region to build a support system for entrepreneurs who have either already started businesses or who want to start businesses, and to support the region’s existing businesses so they can grow and create more economi
	Third, it reflects the importance of regional collaboration in economic development through coordinated efforts by all four counties.
	Finally, it reflects the need to attract and retain a skilled workforce by building on the region’s unique appeal as a safe and family-friendly environment with a small town feel.

