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Final Report: 
Findings, Opportunities, Roadblocks and Next Steps
I. Findings from the General Session and Business & Industry Sector Panels

A. General Session

1. The Central Shenandoah Valley’s high quality of life, with scenic beauty, clean air, low crime, many fine universities and colleges, and strategic location along major interstate arteries, provides a fundamentally solid base for economic development in the years leading to 2020.

2. A motivated workforce with a strong work ethic provides employers with a major reason to locate to our area.

3. The overall economy of the Valley is more stable than the State as a whole, with slower growth in new jobs and wages but lower unemployment and a slower decline, at least over the last 5 years, in manufacturing jobs. 
4. Since the SV 2020 conference in December 2004, it has been reported that the Harrisonburg Metropolitan Statistical Area has the 2nd lowest unemployment rate in the nation. (Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics).
5. Prosperity in the State is not evenly distributed; the more prosperous cities and counties are found along the interstate highways and with colleges or universities located within or near by.

6. Although taxes in our area are low compared to other areas of the State, there is still a belief that the lower the taxes the better. However, if you classify the counties in the State from most prosperous to least prosperous and then classify the same counties from highest property and other local taxes to lowest taxes, you would find that the most prosperous counties have the highest taxes.

B. The New World of Manufacturing & Technology

1. Manufacturing is responsible for more than 25 percent of jobs in the Valley and, although manufacturing jobs have declined, the decline has been slower in the Valley than other regions of the state.
2. There is a strong base of Heating, Ventilating, Air Conditioning/ Refrigeration (HVAC/R) manufacturers in the Rockbridge County area.
3. Although the overall level of venture funding for new technology business is down from the peak of the tech boom in the late ‘90s, it is especially bleak in the region because of the lack of a technology sector in the past and a conservative investment culture in the Valley.
C. Tourism and Agri-business in the Valley

1. Many new agri-business and agri-tourism ventures have been started in the last 15 years, including wineries, herb and Christmas tree farms, “U-pick” pumpkin and berry farms, organic produce, corn mazes, battlefield-heritage sites, as well as festivals, county fairs, and equestrian events.

2. Many visitors are seeking “on-farm” experiences, creating opportunities for cross-marketing with packaged tours that include multiple attractions, kids’ agri-tourism, and “edutainment” sites.
3. In the past, strong local and regional support for the agri-tourism sector has been lacking, but this is starting to change.
D. Serving Special Markets: Retirement, Student, and Educational Sectors

1. The overall population of the U.S. is aging, with the baby boomer generation moving into retirement age. By 2020, 34 percent of the U.S. population will be 65 or over. 

2. The percentage of Virginians age 60 and over will grow from 14.7 percent of the total population in 1990 to almost 25 percent by 2025 when there will be more than 2 million Virginians in this age group.  

3. Among people age 60 and over who moved across state lines between 1995 and 2000 almost 3 percent chose Virginia, ranking it 10th among the 50 states.

4. Better off financially than previous generations, retirees are more informed and tend to shop around for services. The use of the Internet for shopping opens up markets far beyond the local area.

5. A shortage of health care workers exists in the Region.

II. Opportunities for Success

1. The appeal of the Region to retirees, tourists, prospective college students, and companies seeking new locations offers many excellent opportunities to entrepreneurs seeking promising ideas for successful ventures in the years leading to 2020.

2. Opportunities exist for small, specialized, and highly automated manufacturers in the Region; with especially strong growth prospects for HVA/R manufacturers in the Rockbridge County area.

3. The creation of JMU’s Technology Transfer program offers opportunities for regional tech businesses to partner with JMU faculty for research and development.

4. The Central Shenandoah Valley has seen strong growth in tourism over the last 10 years and the outlook for the future remains positive.

5. Opportunities exist in the agri-business and tourism sector for packaged tours that combine multiple sites for all ages and provide educational aspects as well as entertainment value.

6. Adequate marketing and promotion of the Region, based on funding by local governments, would open up many opportunities for entrepreneurs as well as provide tremendous economic development benefits in the years leading to 2020.

7. The keys to tourism success include building niche attractions (e.g., packaged tours), cooperation among local, regional, and state organizations, and looking at successful models elsewhere (e.g., California’s world famous Napa Valley wine region).

8. Because of its high quality of life, clean air, low crime, and relatively low cost of living, our region is becoming increasingly attractive to retirees and semi-retirees from out of the area. Opportunities exist for entrepreneurs and businesses that serve the retiree market. This includes retirement homes and associated retirement communities.

9. Opportunities exist for health care workers or companies that can supply health care workers and/or health care services.
10. With three State universities and two community colleges in the Region, and the State’s recent move to a standardized, statewide, procurement system (eVA), many more opportunities exist for doing business with State educational institutions. The State is very interested in encouraging minorities to participate in eVA.
III. Roadblocks to Success

1. The lack of consensus on how to balance economic growth while maintaining a high qualify of life makes it difficult to develop an overall economic plan and vision for the Region.

2. This lack of an overall economic plan has resulted in a patchwork quilt of regulations and zoning that makes the region less attractive to business looking to re-locate. 

3. Roads and air travel must be improved or new businesses, tourists, and retirees will not come to, or will leave, the area.

4. Roadblocks to success include the lack of a trained workforce, jurisdictional differences in zoning and taxation, limited information about available business assistance resources, and lack of venture capital for new business.

5. There is a perceived lack of awareness by local governments that cooperation and support for tourism and agri-tourism in the years leading to 2020 can provide huge economic benefits to the Region.

6. Other roadblocks include zoning and regulatory restrictions concerning farm visitors, the high cost of liability insurance for tourist business, and no viniculture (wine making) degree program offered at local universities.

IV.   Next Steps
A. Support a gathering of regional resource providers to discuss visions, missions, and strategies as well as areas of common interest with a goal of working more effectively with each other.

B. Develop a common single point of reference for entrepreneurs who are looking for business assistance.

C. Develop a Region-wide Marketing Plan that emphasizes:
1. The area as a destination for business, tourism, retirement, etc.

2. Joint marketing/branding effort

3. Cooperative advertising venture
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