Annual Report for 2006 

This past year was an exciting year for economic development in Van Wert County, with fantastic ups and some disappointments.  This year confirmed, even galvanized, a positive growth trend for three years running.  And as the County further diversifies its’ manufacturing, service and retail base, the growth is expected to continue to strengthen.   

Our economic development objectives continue to concentrate on bread and butter priorities including the retention and expansion of existing business, targeted business attraction and entrepreneurship, with a focus on “growing our own” by encouraging innovation and removing barriers for the startup of new businesses.    

Obviously, the single most intense and public initiative of the past 12 months was the effort to attract Honda.  By working together collaboratively, our region gained international recognition as a superb business location.  Site selection consultants and companies throughout the world are taking notice.  Although the end result was disappointing, the effort provided for a unique marketing opportunity, one we will be able to leverage for years to come. 

 It also opened up the possibilities for a mega site that has the potential to attract a single large manufacturing user that would have significant regional impact.  To further prepare the site, the City made application this week to the Ohio Department of Development through the Job Ready Sites program.  If successful, the application will result in funding to assist the City in providing infrastructure and securing the site.

Our Business Retention & Expansion efforts continue to be the mainstay of our economic development objectives.  Historically, most jobs are created by existing businesses.  This year has been no exception.  Growth among existing companies has been good to excellent this past year.  Over 90%, or 47 of the 51 companies who responded to the BR&E survey reported plans to expand, including 70% who plan to add jobs in the next 12 months.  This is compared to only 22 companies planning to expand in 2003, the year the county began to rebound from a recession that ushered in the decade.   Since 2003, over 925 net new jobs have been created, 600 in just the past 20 months.  

According to a 2005 Deloitte Study, Northwest Ohio’s economy is highly diversified with a concentration in manufacturing, especially automotive-related.  Manufacturing contributes almost 30% of the region’s output and is 3 ½ times the size of the next-largest industry sector in the region.  Manufacturing was more adversely affected by the recent recession than other industries and the rebound has been cautious.  Even so, this sector created the largest share of jobs at about 400.  

Led by the health care industry, which remains the fastest growing industry in the nation, the service industry is strong and growing steadily.   With improvements to the hospital, and other expansions within the industry, health care has created an average of 40 net new jobs per year since 2003.  Also, with the expansion of the Central Insurance Companies and support or related businesses, new jobs are also being created in the finance and insurance industry.  In fact, about ¼ of the net new jobs created in the past three years have been created in the services sector.  

Retail is also quickly gaining ground with the opening of Towne Center this past October.  Retail sales are improving and the leakage rate has been reduced from 50% in 2000 to an estimated 42% today.  Most of this improvement has taken place in the past year.  Main Street and the south side have also contributed to the expansion of retail sales, primarily through existing retailers who have remained competitive.  300, or 1/3 of the jobs have been created in retail.  

Agriculture is a very important traditional industry in Van Wert County.  The industry is in an excellent position to capitalize on related emerging industries in energy and polymers, an advantage and an opportunity for the entire region.  Although the number of farms has decreased in recent years, output has increased with the size of farms becoming larger and with new advanced technologies. 

Van Wert is poised for continued growth.  The groundwork has been laid all the stakeholder and partnership organizations in the room in addition to the many volunteers and citizens committed to working together to effect positive change and responsible economic development.  Schools, Airport, Performing Arts Center, Police and Fire, Downtown.  These are all commitments supported by citizens and local governments that will pay huge dividends in the growth and long term sustainability of our great county.  

Preparation has also led to understanding of our county’s strengths and weaknesses.  Our primary strength lies in our citizens and their inherent leadership.  Our county has been fortunate to have leaders and elected officials in the public and private sectors who have the vision to work together cooperatively.  They also see the necessity to look beyond traditional borders to work together with communities in and outside the borders of Van Wert County.  Developing regional relationships will continue to be an underlying priority in the coming year and beyond.  

We also continue an emphasis on expansion of services provided by the new Van Wert Innovation Center, which opened in January, 2005 to encourage entrepreneurship and provide a one-stop counseling center for startups and small business.  The County and City loan programs are critical to the success of small businesses, offering at-risk financing in cooperation with local banks to assist businesses either within, or outside, the incubator walls.  Loan programs have grown over the past year, from a portfolio of approximately $700,000 to $1.25 million.  Six loans were approved, including a $490,000 direct loan to Plastics Recycling Technologies.  

We will also make it a priority to complete and further implement the County Comprehensive plan, focusing on future development on sites ideally located, in addition to infill development, particularly in the downtown areas of Van Wert City and surrounding villages. Targeted marketing efforts were ramped up this year to include a national ad campaign using our new brand “Welcome Home”.  Our economic development web site was also revamped and launched last month.  Efforts are also being increased, leveraging the new exposure that we enjoy, to attract new targeted businesses to Van Wert.  

Through planning, consensus building and continuing to build partnerships between governmental entities, education and community economic development groups and citizens, the economy will continue to become even more sustainable and stronger.  Thanks for all of your participation in CED.  

