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The Big Gem Project

A University Partnership to Revitalize a Local Community
The Achievement:

James Madison University (JMU) and the Town of Shenandoah, Virginia forged a unique partnership aimed at integrating resources that culminated in a major revitalization project.  This initiative grew to attract assistance from Federal and State governments as well as nongovernmental organizations and private entities.  The JMU-Shenandoah Partnership has resulted in several direct accomplishments including grants and technical assistance in the excess of $1.2 million.  Immeasurable accomplishments include a restored sense of community pride, facilitation assistance from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and national and statewide exposure.

Background:

The Town of Shenandoah, Virginia (pop. 1,878) was once recognized as a booming economy in the late nineteenth century.  The town's Big Gem Furnace was once capable of producing 100 tons of iron daily, until it closed its doors in 1907.  Years later, after the factory was dismantled, the 68-acre site served as an unofficial dump for some local residents.  In 1995, Lukens Steel donated the land to the Town of Shenandoah.

The town sought out the assistance of James Madison University to examine ways to redevelop the town.  As a result, JMU undertook major steps to assist the Town of Shenandoah with this land donation.  Under the direction of the JMU Research and Program Innovation's Office of Economic Development and Partnership Programs, an explosive effort to obtain funding for redevelopment was put into the hands of qualified graduate students from the university.  At the same time, university faculty directed research to survey the community in "visionary" planning for the Big Gem tract and attracted partnerships with local and state resources.

Now, after assistance in obtaining a $350,000 Brownfields demonstration grant from the EPA, the town plans to redevelop the site.  A "Brownfield" is a site with real or perceived contamination and potential for redevelopment or reuse.  Ideas for the potential development include recreational uses with nature trails, small businesses, and a museum featuring the history of the town's railroad.
An Abridged History of Big Gem:

Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries iron mining emerged as an integral component of the regional economy of the greater Shenandoah Valley and Appalachian Highlands of Virginia and West Virginia.  From 1836 to 1907 the Town of Shenandoah in Page County, Virginia was home to the Shenandoah Iron Works (SIW).  The SIW produced "pig" iron chunks cut into the size of a loaf of bread and weighing about 50 pounds each.  Pig iron chunks fetched premium prices in Britain and the demand for domestic ironware stimulated an indigenous iron industry throughout Britain's New England and mid-Atlantic colonies.

In 1865, at the conclusion of the Civil War, a set of Pennsylvania industrialists saw investment opportunities in iron producing and purchased SIW.  One of SIW’s new owners was William Milnes Jr.  It was Milnes who assumed management of the SIW and brought a new economic revival to the Town of Shenandoah and Page County.

Milnes campaigned tirelessly for a railroad through the Shenandoah Valley.  He joined other industrialists and rose to become President of the Shenandoah Valley Railroad, which eventually became Norfolk & Western Railway and then Norfolk Southern Railway.  After many delays and financial difficulties, the railroad reached SIW in December 1881.  The S.V.R.R. revolutionized transportation for SIW, making it cheaper and quicker to ship iron to markets in Pennsylvania and Baltimore.  As a result, Milnes decided to modernize and enlarge the production capacity of the SIW furnace operations.  In 1882, Milnes purchased and erected a Gem coke-fired blast furnace.  The Big Gem Cast Iron Furnace was a technological advance for the SIW; reaching a record 32,537 tons of pig iron chunks and blooms in 1883.

The 1880s was the "golden age" of the SIW.  The expansion of the iron works, the establishment of the S.V.R.R., machine shops and a general investment boom in Shenandoah Valley real estate and natural resources initiated feverish building, business expansion and rapid population growth.  William Milnes Jr. retired in the late 1880s and died at Shenandoah in 1891.  A succession of owners continued to operate the iron works and SIW began to change names; first to Shenandoah Furnace Company, next to Empire Street and Iron Company, and then to Allegheny ore and Iron Company.  Finally, in 1907 the Big Gem Furnace, still considered small in the world of furnace operators, could no longer compete against larger iron producers and shut down for good.

The most enduring legacy of the SIW and the Big Gem was its considerable contribution to the economic and social development of Page County and the founding of Shenandoah, Virginia.

Success Step by Step:
1.
A Partnership Forged
The Office of Economic Development and Partnership Programs at James Madison University (a unit of the department of Research and Program Innovation) supports economic development efforts within the cities and counties of the Shenandoah Valley. The office serves as a one-stop service point of contact and cultivates economic development within surrounding municipalities through a culmination of advisory expertise, strong partnerships and a multitude of academic resources.  An example of their ability to foster economic development is their partnership with Page County, Virginia and the Town of Shenandoah.

At the request of county officials, JMU provided economic development and marketing assistance for Page County.  The county lacked the financial resources to hire a full-time economic development director and the technical staff to pursue redevelopment options for donated land from a former steel company.  Members of Page County's Shenandoah Town Council approached JMU's Office of Economic Development and Partnership Programs for technical assistance in the Spring of 1996, and JMU responded by assigning a Master of Public Administration graduate student to become the county's part-time Economic/Grant Coordinator.  Under the direction of The Office of Economic Development and Partnership Programs, the student's main duties were to identify potential redevelopment options, research funding opportunities, and build new partnerships with state, federal, nonprofit and private sectors entities.  The student reported directly to the Shenandoah Town Council and JMU's Special Assistant to the President for Economic Development and Partnership Programs, Dr. John B. Noftsinger, Jr.  In addition, JMU provided faculty from various academic disciplines to support redevelopment efforts.  These professors directed student research, surveys and technical assistance that supplemented the graduate student's directives.

JMU's involvement resulted in several direct and indirect accomplishments.  Grants and technical assistance in the excess of $1.2 million have been secured for Page County and the Town of Shenandoah.  In addition, several graduate and undergraduate students have gained invaluable experience in public administration, business and environmental conservation; which in turn, have accelerated their career opportunities.

2. 
Expertise Consulted

Revitalizing a respected community is a collaborative effort of experts and idea champions.  The graduate students assigned to Page County and the Town of Shenandoah quickly moved to make contact with and solicit support from public administrators and academic advisors.  These resources included:

· The Virginia Tourism Corporation
· Shenandoah National Park
· The Virginia Department of Housing and Community Development's Community Development Block Grant
· The Virginia Department of Recreation and Conservation
· The U.S. Department of Agriculture (Rural Development)
· Virginia Main Street Program
· USDA Rural Development - Harrisonburg Office
· Handmade History (a commercial living history park)
· JMU's Office of Economic Development and Partnership Programs
· JMU's Marketing Department
· JMU's Public Management
· JMU's College of Integrated Science and Technology
· The University of Virginia School of Architecture
· The University of Virginia Environmental Negotiation Institute
· Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University's School of Architecture
· Harrisonburg Community Mediation Center
Many of the federal and state departments listed above were able to provide funding for the project.  The grants received from these agencies are listed below.  In addition to funding provided, several academic resources were able to assist.

James Madison University's Marketing Department was quick to provide assistance.  A class was assigned to create, test and conduct a public interest surveys among local residents.  The class then used the survey results to formulate marketing strategies for the town (including the Big Gem tract) and presented their findings to the Town Council.  One proposed strategy was to use the Big Gem tract as the main focus of the town, with a gazebo for concerts and festivals.  Other proposals included promoting tourism by developing a "Destination Center" strategy that would include a historical park and a model working iron furnace like the original Big Gem Furnace; a railroad museum; flatboat rides on the Shenandoah River; sports, river and mountain recreation that would lie in with activities in the national park and forest; and hotels, motels, restaurants, and antique shopping.

James Madison University's College of Integrated Science and Technology was contacted about coordinating a group of students to provide initial environmental consulting of the pond on the Big Gem tract.

Since the town lacked a planner, the graduate student assigned to the town recognized that a professional planner for rural development would need to be employed.  Until that time, the student was advised to contact the University of Virginia's and Virginia Tech's Schools of Architecture about providing visionary planning.  A landscape architect from the University of Virginia was eventually hired to develop a more specific plan based on the community's input.

The graduate students were successful in drumming up interest in the revitalization project.  As a result of the expertise and energy surrounding the project, the Town of Shenandoah is using leveraged federal and state environmental and economic funds to renovate vacant storefronts, reconstruct the streetscape, build an access road to the nearby Shenandoah River, and establish a small business revolving loan fund. These activities complement the commercial, industrial, and recreational uses planned for the Big Gem tract.
3.
A Vision Defined

The Big Gem Advisory Board was created as a way to organize the various efforts surrounding the revitalization initiative and to invite participation from the Shenandoah community.  The Board serves as a complimentary example of the initial efforts of the graduate students assigned to this project.  This group is a collaborative effort of experts that organized themselves into in August 1999.  Members of the group developed a strategic plan that includes a town-wide revitalization strategy.  This strategy had the following initial objectives:

· Determine the type, extent, and magnitude of any contamination present in the soil or ground water at the target site through Phase I and Phase II environmental assessments.

· Create a cleanup and redevelopment plan for the target site and determine future steps required to abate pollution.

· Conduct community outreach programs such as public forums and seminars to explain technical project information to the public

· Form partnerships with surrounding small towns and universities to gain support, expertise, and added insight during the project term.

4. 
Community Outreach

Assessing the needs of the citizens is a key to success for community revitalization.  Identifying these needs and incorporating them into a strategic plan for the town was the primary goal of the Town Council and the university.  To accomplish this goal, interaction with local citizens was encouraged through newsletters, public interest surveys, and the Big Gem Advisory Board.

The Big Gem Advisory Board provides citizens, business owners, landowners and all interested stakeholders with a meaningful forum to share information and ideas.  The board is divided into three sub-committees:  Outreach and Public Relations, Finance and Fundraising, Planning and Design.  The Outreach and Public Relations committee is charged with making presentations to local community service organizations and disseminating project information to inform the public about the revitalization project.  In addition, this committee promotes the advisory board's meetings and encourages attendance.

5.
Funding & Support

With the leadership of town and university officials, the graduate students assigned to Page County and the Town of Shenandoah were able to identify potential grants available to help make the redevelopment project a reality.  Various advisors assisted in applying for the grants.  To date, the following grants have been awarded to the project:

· $200,000 - U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Brownfields Project Grant
This grant, awarded to the Town of Shenandoah in October 1998, provided funds to conduct community outreach, environmental site assessment and remediation if necessary.  The U.S. EPA's Brownfields Economic Redevelopment Initiative is designed to empower states, communities, and other stakeholders in economic redevelopment to work together in a timely manner to prevent, assess, safely clean up, sustain and reuse brownfields.

· $54,000 - Virginia Department of Transportation TEA-21 Grant
Received in May 1999, this grant is directed at improving the overall aesthetic quality of the Route 340 corridor, First Street and the Shenandoah River.  These funds will be used to erect interpretive historical banner and markers, plant trees and build entrance signs at both town entrance points as accessed by Route 340.

· $15,000 - Virginia Department of Housing & Community Development (DHCD) CDBG Planning Grant
Received in July 1999, this grant is intended to prepare municipalities with populations under 50,000 to submit a Community Improvement Grant (CIG) to the DHCD.  CIG grants provide up to $1.5 million for construction activities.  Shenandoah used these funds to plan for the redevelopment of the Big Gem tract and the downtown area consecutively.  The planning for the CIG proposal includes a market study analysis, preliminary engineering report and the creation of a commercial and physical development market plan.

· $150,000 – U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Brownfields Project Supplemental Grant
This grant, awarded in April 2000, increased the funding from the original $200,000 grant received in October 1998.  The new total now stands at $350,000.

· $175,000 - Virginia Department of Transportation Recreational Access Road Improvement Grant
Received in March 2000, these funds are used to improving the existing access road to the Shenandoah River Park through landscaping, road resurfacing and construction of historical marker signs.  The historical markers and signs will reference the historical significance of the Shenandoah River and the boat landing area has had on the surrounding area.

· $46,250 - U.S. Department of Housing & Urban Development Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy
Received in June 2000, this grant, earmarked by Congress, will allow the Town of Shenandoah to look comprehensively at the attributes, amenities and incentives needed for a successful revitalization effort.  This will be accomplished through a market analysis and will result in the development of a long-range economic development strategy.

· $800,000 - Virginia Department of Housing & Community Development (DHCD) CDBG Implementation Grant
Received in July 2000, these funds are awarded to revitalize the downtown and First Street area and will be commingled with funds received in July 1999.

6.
Ongoing Development

Shenandoah's primary objective is to use the funding to redevelop and enhance the Big Gem Furnace tract into a multi-use commercial and historical park.  The town believes this redevelopment will attract a significant amount of the rising heritage tourism industry in the Shenandoah Valley and create much-needed jobs.  Ongoing development is being conducted to meet this goal.  To accomplish these objectives, future plans include:

· Continue consensus building and promote community awareness

· Continue partnerships with federal and state agencies and volunteer citizen groups

· Develop and implement a marketing/tourism strategy using existing amenities

· Develop a comprehensive architectural landscape plan to be implemented in phases 

· Move to provide tangibles of town's commitment by implementing clean-up efforts of the Big Gem tract


2003-2004 UPDATE   

The economic challenges of the nation and the Commonwealth of Virginia during the past two years have challenged the continued progress of the revitalization of the Town of Shenandoah.  However, the commitment of the partners and the pillars set in place continue to surmount the current environment and progress continues with additional funding resources and visible progress to the on both the Main Street and Big Gem projects.        

Researched and written by Chris Fuller, JMU Graduate Student, 2002-2003
Edited and updated by Liz Knight, JMU Director of Economic Development, 2004
Key Benefits of the Approach Include:





Development Opportunities





Unique Partnerships between local municipalities, state universities, and commercial entities





Restored sense of community pride





National and statewide exposure














Timeline Continued:





1998


Oct. - EPA awards $200,000 grant to Town of Shenandoah through the Brownfields Demonstration Pilot.





Oct. – UVA School of Architecture landscape design competition on Big Gem site.





1999


May - Town of Shenandoah receives VDOT TEA-21 Grant - $54,000 to improve the overall aesthetic quality of the Route 340 corridor, First Street and the Shenandoah River.





July - Virginia Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD) awards $15,000 Community Improvement Grant (CIG).





Aug. – UVA School of Architecture Intern refines design plans for Big Gem site.





Aug. - Big Gem Advisory Board created.





Dec. - John Hager, Lt. Governor visits Town of Shenandoah and tours Big Gem site.





2000


March - Virginia Department of Transportation awards  $175,000 Recreational Access Fund grant for access road to Shenandoah boat landing.





April – EPA awarded a supplemental grant of $150,000 which increased their funding from Oct. 1998.





June - U.S. Department of Housing & Urban Development Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy awards $46,250 to develop a comprehensive economic development strategy.





July - Virginia Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD) awards $800,000 Community Improvement Grant (CIG).





2002


April - "Comfort letter" received from EPA regarding Big Gem tract.





June - Access road to Shenandoah boat landing completed.





For further information, please contact:





Dr. John Noftsinger, Jr.


Associate Vice President of Academic Affairs, Research and Public Service


James Madison University


(540) 568-2700


� HYPERLINK "mailto:noftsijb@jmu.edu" ��noftsijb@jmu.edu�








Ms. Elizabeth Knight


Director, Economic Development    and Partnership Programs


James Madison University


(540) 568-2702


� HYPERLINK "mailto:knighteb@jmu.edu" ��knighteb@jmu.edu�





Ms. Colleen Lynch 


Director, Economic Development


Town of Shenandoah


426 First Street


Shenandoah, VA 22845


(540)652-0718/Office


(540)652-8194/Fax


� HYPERLINK "mailto:info@townofshenandoah.com" ��info@townofshenandoah.com�




















List of Principle Players:





Higher Education





James Madison University


Research and Program Innovation


Economic Development Partnership Programs


Marketing Department


Public Management Dept.


Small Business Development Center


Multimedia Development





The University of Virginia


School of Architecture and Design





Virginia Tech


School of Architecture





Federal Government





U.S. Environmental Protection Agency


U.S. Department of Housing & Urban Development





State Government





Congressman Frank Wolf


Virginia Department of Housing & Community Development


Virginia Department of Transportation





Local Government





Page County


The Town of Shenandoah





Commercial Enterprises





Luken's Steel Company


John McNair & Associates





Non-Profit Organizations





Brownfields Research Center


Institute for Environmental Negotiation


Harrisonburg Community Mediation Center
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Timeline:





1995


Luken's Steel Co. gives 68 acres of land to the Town of Shenandoah.  The land becomes known as "The Big Gem."





1996


May - Town of Shenandoah approached JMU for assistance.





Nov. - Contracted with Page County for grantship of Public Management Graduate Student Jeffery Stoke under direction of JMU Economic Development.





1997


Jan. - Stoke's grantship commences with Page County.





June - Contracted with Shenandoah Town Council to appoint POSC Grad Student Charles Meek.





July - Stoke appointed as Director of Page County Economic Development





Sept. - Meek's grantship commences with Town of Shenandoah.





Oct. through Dec. - JMU's Marketing Department conducts study of Big Gem property.





1998


Jan. - JMU's Public Management conducts building and commercial survey for Town of Shenandoah.





Jan. through May - JMU's Marketing Department conducts survey of citizen trends.





Feb. – JMU’s Media Lab produces Page County CD-Rom for development and tourism





Feb. through March - Town of Shenandoah applies for EPA's Brownfields Redevelopment Grant.





May through July - JMU appoints Janine McCrea as an intern to Page County Economic Development Depart.





Aug. – Received grant from Shenandoah Town Council to employ graduate student Chris LaRosa to continue economic development efforts.
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