Siler City NC STEP Community Leadership Team Meeting

July 14, 2011 Meeting Minutes

Community Leadership Team Present (30):  Zoann Adams, Lisa Andrews, Ann Bass, Norma Boone, Travis Cohn, Cindy Dameron, Nita Dukes, Mike Gates, Marti Greene, Dewitt Griffin, Diana Hales, Judy Harrelson, Delphine Harvey, Sara Lambert, Vieda Mazur, Steve Meads, Donna Moye-Smith, Jonus Nobles, Wandee Norwood, Wade Paschal, David Poe, Dianne Reid, Donna Sivulka, Sammy Slade, Gabriel Soltren, Alyssa Stepusin, Chuck Stires, Christopher St. Jean, Bill Walden, and Donna Worthington.

Elected Officials Present: Mayor Charles J. Johnson

NC Rural Center Staff Present: Chilton Rogers (NC STEP Coach)

Town Staff Present: Joel J. Brower (Town Manager), Jack Meadows (Director of Planning and Community Development, NC STEP Community Coordinator) and Dee Lee Thompkins (Administrative Support Specialist)

Welcome and Announcements:  The Community Leadership Team met on Thursday, July 14, 2011, at Brookdale Baptist Church at 5:15 p.m.  Mayor Johnson welcomed and thanked everyone for coming.  Chilton Rogers handed out a brochure on the North Carolina Capital Access Program and encouraged members to visit their website www.nc-cap.org.  She announced that the STEP program is getting community recognition and awareness.  On Tuesday, July 26 at 6:00 pm, Chilton will be presenting the progress of the Siler City NC STEP Team at the Town Board NC STEP Workshop.  She encouraged STEP members to attend and show their support.  



Branding Steering Committee:  Jack Meadows reported that Aaron Arnett and Tee Coker of Arnette Muldrow completed their first visit on June 29 – 30.  The visit included a two hour tour of Siler City, one hour session with the STEP Steering Committee, and eight one-on-one one hour interviews.  Jack asked members to please send him marketing materials from their respective businesses and organizations to be shared with ArnettMuldrow.  Their second visit will be October 3 – 4 and will consist of four facilitated focus group sessions of 10-15 people (merchants, downtown, youth, and community).  The branding team will be joined by Ben Muldrow (talented graphic artist who specializes in community branding and identity packages).  On October 4, 80% of the graphics should be completed and will be available for public presentation.  The final community branding and implementation strategy is scheduled to be submitted near the end of October.

Strategy & Project Development Review:  Chilton Rogers asked for a representative from each strategy committee to present their strategy statement and review their rough draft projects.
Art Strategy Statement:  Further develop and build on the existing downtown arts community…especially engaging local population groups, expanding creativity into more aspects of community life, and utilizing our arts and creativity to create meaningful jobs, expand community wealth and improve our economy in a way that benefits our grandchildren.

Despite wide recognition of the need for creativity to maintain a competitive economy, there is only minor emphasis placed on supporting artists, providing skills and contracts needed by them to better participate in the broader economy and a diminishing emphasis on teaching or fostering creativity in the greater population.  The arts are too often seen as an elite activity without acknowledging the underlying creativity that translates into higher quality of goods, innovative and responsive services and fulfilling lives.

Siler City has a rich history of architecture, the design of goods and systems, general artisanship in the manufacture of goods, as well as in the fine arts.  The City was also recognized in earlier times as a thought leader in economic development.   We can now recognize these achievements as creative efforts, restore and build on them while applying and celebrating current creativity in all aspects of our community life.  

The Arts is an industry that is already established in Siler City, is becoming better known in the region, is revitalizing downtown, has coalesced a generous and talented community and works to develop the creative skills that are critical to success in all aspects of life.  With well over 2000 artists in Siler City and surrounding area, the critical mass necessary to grow an industry and create the supportive jobs and businesses is feasible.
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Support for a creative community requires investment, including: (1) Exposure to and teaching of the arts and creative processes for all ages in all walks of life; (2) Apply a Buy Local program, by which local businesses and institutions are encouraged to work with local Artisans to source their particular needs. This will have the triple benefit of strengthening our local economy, making our goods and services more locally relevant, and, in the process, helping to distinguish Siler City as a unique, and special place, like no other in the country; (3) Celebration, appreciation and promotion of individual artists, artisans and their work—past and present; (4) Creation of an environment (physical and social) that encourages creativity and surrounds residents with the arts and creativity; and (5) Stimulation and continued inspiration from master artists and creative people to foster advancement.

Art Strategy Projects:  (1) film festival ($6,500); (2) park behind N.C. Arts Incubator ($250,000); (3) chatham rabbit public art competition and celebration/wayfinding ($62,500); (4) Carter Bank park ($8,000); (5) design and creative student mentorship program ($7,500); (6) music program/festival; (7) catalog of locally crafted products and unique local services ($8,500+); and (8) creativity awards program ($9,000).

Business Strategy Statement:  Siler City has a long history as a traditional manufacturing town.  The introduction of rail lines in the 1880s turned Siler City into a regional commercial crossroads between the Piedmont and Triangle Regions.  The town’s major industries have included textiles, furniture, hosiery, and food processing. 

Since the 1950s, growth along major transportation corridors, particularly US Highway 64, drew retail and service businesses away from the downtown commercial center – a trend common to many communities that built shopping centers on the edge of town.  New industries located on the fringe, where they could access open land and transportation infrastructure more easily.  The central business district shrank as older industries vacated their sites near the city center and downtown retail businesses withdrew to the town limits.  Today, Siler City’s historic district is peppered with a mixture of vacant industrial buildings and struggling retail businesses, and the formerly bustling Highway 64 strip is also marked by disinvestment and decline.   
The business development strategy is designed to revitalize Siler City by bringing more visitors and shoppers to town and by supporting the growth of new businesses to support the expanding market. 

Community assets supporting this strategy include: (1) Strategic location in the center of North Carolina, and between the Triad and Triangle; (2) Location on a major east-west highway corridor (US 64) that, in 2009, had average daily traffic counts of 18,000 vehicles; (3) An abundance of available commercial properties with infrastructure in place; (4) A historic downtown center with nearby residential properties; (5) The beginning of a commercial core anchored by the NC Arts Incubator; and (6) Talented entrepreneurs, many of whom are active in the informal economy.

Community challenges include: (1) Loss of manufacturing jobs paying adequate wages, resulting in weak local demand for many goods and services; (2) Growing disparity between the state and county average weekly wage; (3) Out-commuting for employment, leading to patterns of purchasing outside of town; (4) Lack of funding for marketing and for business start-ups; (5) Retention of high school graduates; and (6) Significant growth of the Hispanic population

By promoting a two-pronged approach aimed at increasing visitors and shoppers (thus increasing demand for goods and services) and at diversifying the goods and services offered in Siler City (thus increasing supply), this strategy will help revitalize downtown and the Highway 64 corridor, will support new business formation, will help create new employment opportunities, will help create wealth for new business owners, and will permit the town to once again thrive as a commercial crossroads. 

Business Strategy Projects:  (1) Develop a connected and attractive business/commercial district between Highway 64 and Downtown to attract visitors from the average 18,000 vehicles that pass daily; (2) Improve support for entrepreneurship by creating an Entrepreneurship Club; (3) Develop a comprehensive, coordinated entrepreneurship support system for businesses; and (4) Establish a welcome center/incubator on Highway 64, by which an average 18,000 vehicles pass daily.

Marketing Strategy Statement:  Siler City will embrace a comprehensive marketing strategy that promotes the town as an ideal place to live, work, and play. 
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While Siler City faces several obstacles, a focus on marketing will improve the perceptions of the town for both residents and visitors. This marketing strategy will put cohesiveness to the many ideas on how to improve the quality of life in Siler City. 

By developing new and current assets and marketing them to residents and visitors, Siler City can become a more appealing place to be for everyone. Parks, arts, restaurants, and more – while these amenities currently exist, a marketing strategy will improve quality, variety, and understanding of the things Siler City has to offer. 

Increasing marketing efforts will bring visitors to Siler City and develop the town as a place for basic and specialty retail as well as a destination for weekend activities, such as visiting a vineyard. By bringing newcomers in, downtown businesses will prosper. Marketing Siler City and improving the town’s potential for development will make it a more enjoyable place for residents and business owners. By satisfying current residents, younger generations are more likely to stay in Siler City and continue the town’s development. 

By using Siler City’s excellent infrastructure, access to large markets, and affordable land and building sites, the town can be marketed as a place for industrial development. As amenities and the economy develop hand-in-hand, the town of Siler City will become more appealing to new and existing businesses and people will be more compelled to stay and grow in Siler City. 

Siler City has a strong and dedicated group that recognizes the need for a refreshed image. This group is willing to imagine and reimage the town for the future. Using our small town heritage and marketing existing assets will help develop new assets and make the town a great place to live, develop business, and enjoy leisure time.

Marketing Strategy Projects: (1) www.visitsilercity.com ($300); (2) Feathers and Furs Heritage Festival; and (3) Branding Implementation

Pride Strategy Statement:  Energize the Siler City economy through revitalization with emphasis on building facade/streetscape improvements, energy efficiency of existing and future commercial and residential structures, and development of additional parks and green spaces.   Capitalize and celebrate the history of Siler City, the character of its historic buildings and places, and the value of its diversified workforce.   Stimulate, develop and enhance interest in Siler City through the use of the cohesive and unified branding of Siler City.  Sustain and support future development of Siler City through various funding sources.   Generate pride and collaborative efforts among residents and investors of Siler City. 

Pride Strategy Projects:  (1) Façade Grant Program ($5,000); (2) Residential Energy Efficiency ($19,350); (3) Downtown Beautification ($2,400+); (4) McNeely Dog Food Park and/or Sawyer Lumber Yard Park ($420,000/$215,000); and (5) Re-open restaurant/meeting facility on East Raleigh Street ($500,000).

Retirement Strategy Statement:  Currently, the demographics of Siler City trend toward a population that is young (70% < 45 years old), with low educational attainment and per capita income.  As such, it could potentially benefit from an infusion of a financially stable older population that would have disposable income.  Making Siler City a destination of interest for active adults over 50 would help to balance the demographics of the City and provide potential net cash inflow with low demands on new, tax revenue based infrastructure.  Specifically, the demographic of retirees that would be targeted are those who seek to live in a rural setting, but would have the amenities associated with larger cities within reasonable access.  Siler City’s selling point would be “live in the peaceful country and visit the attractions rather than live in the attractions and visit the country”.  Retirees in this demographic would likely value open space (preserving the natural beauty of Western Chatham county), be less inclined to require high-cost amenities such as high-end Country Clubs, large shopping centers, etc. and, thus, more inclined to spend their disposable income within Siler City, all the while creating a demand for up-graded amenities that that would be beneficial to all but are volume-dependent on a population with disposable income (e.g., better restaurants, more recreational opportunities, more diverse healthcare services, more specialty stores, etc.). Key to Siler City’s reputation and desirability as a preferred rural retirement community is building awareness with the target market.  This would be accomplished in two main steps (i.e., projects): (1) becoming a Certified Retirement Community (CRC), thereby establishing a credibility base on which to build the City’s reputation and (2), creating a retirement community website for Siler City that could be tracked (providing useful “needs” data) and would have linkages to other existing websites (e.g., the City’s, 
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EDC’s, etc.).  These projects, in addition to a third project—a greenway—are discussed in greater detail below.  Ultimately, becoming a destination for a targeted population of retirees would help to make Siler City a more prosperous and vibrant community

Retirement Strategy Projects:  (1) Certified Retirement Community ($10,000); (2) Retirement Website ($20,000); and (3) Creating a Greenway ($200,000).

Chuck Stires asked for a motion from the STEP Leadership Team to make application to the NC Department of Commerce for the certified retirement community program.  Sara Lambert stated she thought this request should be presented to the Town Board for their approval.  Motion was made by Steve Meads, Dewitt Griffin seconded, followed by unanimous consent to submit an application for the certified retirement community program to the NC Department of Commerce.
Other Discussion: Bill Walden spoke of the current restrictions to advertise with LED and scrolling signs.  He suggested that we would need to find out what the Town’s sign ordinance would allow or have the ordinance amended.  Wandee Norwood voiced concerns about the crime rate being high in Siler City.  She works with Chatham County Together Youth Program and has heard that Siler City has one of the worst gang problems in North Carolina.  David Poe disagreed and stated he thought Siler City does not have a high crime rate.

Next Steps:  Chilton suggested that the Pride Committee either strengthen their strategy statement or begin working with another strategy committee.  She also stated that there are festival and park projects in multiple strategy committees and suggested that those persons involved with those projects should coordinate.   In addition the park projects are very large and may need to be proposed in a phased process.  She asked the strategy committees to continue strengthening there project templates (detailed research, funding amounts, etc.) and to begin prioritizing projects.

Adjourn – Next Meeting Date: The next meeting will be on Thursday, August 11, 2011 at 5:15 PM (Fellowship Missionary Baptist Church).  The meeting adjourned at 7:45 PM.

