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Region enjoys vigorous business growth, despite widespread
economic woes
By Ann Graham Price Blue Waters Group

Originally published August 23, 2010

Kildare's Irish Pub at Eddy Street Commons Photo by Marcus
Marter

It's a few minutes past 10 p.m. on a balmy summer evening in South Bend. 

Despite the lateness of the weeknight hour, throngs of smartly dressed patrons pack the al
fresco dining tables, bedecked with balloons dancing lightly in the soft breeze. Inside the
overflowing interior, more patrons boisterously celebrate the grand opening of Kildare's,
the newest upscale pub in this burgeoning mixed-use urban development. 

The following day, on the other side of town, shoppers browse a variety of specialty,
discount and department stores in an area once thought to be in the throes of an
irreversible economic free-fall. Indeed, new retail developments at Erskine Village and
Erskine Commons on the city's south side are doing so well, City officials expect to be able
to pay off the 20-year bonds about 15 years ahead of schedule.

These two separate developments, representing very distinct markets and patrons, are
among the recent signs of economic vigor in our area despite continuing financial worries
across the nation.

Growth in the region 

Beyond the aforementioned retail-oriented examples, there also are signs of regional
economic development efforts, such as the rise of the eye-catching Innovation Park at
Notre Dame, with its growing number of client companies. 

Another product of regional efforts is the St. Joe Valley Metronet, a 50-plus-mile network
of dark fiber that provides affordable high-speed connectivity. The Metronet reflects a
significant enhancement of the infrastructure for communications, which in turn supports
and attracts businesses in the region.

Such indicators are encouraging to everyone who sees and understands their significance,
especially area economic development executives who are working with business,
government, and university officials to build and reposition the South Bend region's
economy as a center of emerging research and new technology.

“Recognizing the diversity in population centers and in our regional business and
industry mix is what drives our efforts to create a regional presence,” says Patrick
McMahon, executive director of Project Future. “Our primary mission is to attract
investment. We're working to bring dollars into the community, whether those dollars are
generated locally or from outside the community.”

During periods of widespread business expansion, the area does well in attracting new
business. But because of the current economy, that has not been the case for the last few
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years. 

“Business opportunities in general are few and far between,” says McMahon, whose
organization is engaged in creating a partnership for economic development throughout a
region that includes several counties in northwest Indiana and southwest Michigan. 

A large part of the region's traditional business base is “either at standstill or in many
cases trying to hang on through the recession,” he says, explaining that much of the area's
economy is tied to durable goods, such as the automotive industry, furniture and
appliances. That industry is in transition across the United States.

While recognizing that such business opportunities will continue to form a portion of the
regional economy, Project Future has focused its recent economic development efforts on
several key strategies: promoting the entire region, highlighting common strengths, and
capitalizing on the innovative companies that made the region famous. 

Regional promotional efforts encompass the strengths of St. Joseph, Kosciusko, Marshall
and Elkhart counties in Indiana; and St. Joseph, Cass and Berrien counties in Michigan.

Patrick McMahon, executive director of Project
Future, shows a slide of the St. Joe Valley Metronet
while talking about the project.
Tribune file photo/SHAYNA BRESLIN

Bigger is better

Promoting the entire region, rather than each
community promoting itself individually, helps to
attract new business. 

“In a global economy, we need to be bigger to be noticed,” says McMahon. “Talking about
ourselves on a regional basis means larger numbers. And we have a group of business,
economic and political leaders who increasingly understand the benefits of regionalism.” 

One such leader is Don Fozo, currently executive director of the Michiana Area
Construction Industry Advancement Fund. 

For the more than 30 years Fozo served as the city's building commissioner, he worked
with Project Future to bring companies into the community, facilitating processes related
to zoning, permitting and other administrative procedures. 

“I've always felt the strategy should be regional,” Fozo says. “It's going to have a positive
effect on the community. The more businesses we can bring into this area, the more our
contractors can keep their people working.”

Find common strengths

Highlighting the number of strengths that will be common to certain partners makes for
more efficient joint marketing than promoting each individual community's strengths. 

“We can selectively support a variety of strengths and opportunities that are more difficult
if you're only talking about a single community's assets,” McMahon says.

“Our ability to promote ourselves with respect to quality of life is enhanced if you've got a
collection of people who are promoting themselves as a region,” he says. “We already
have some joint promotional activity happening. This will allow us to strengthen how we
position ourselves.”

Those strengths include:
—Education. “There is a plethora of institutions of higher learning in the area,” according
to Don Inks, director of economic development for the City of South Bend. Project Future's
Web site lists more than 20. “Most if not all of them have some focus or are developing
some focus on technology. That gives us a big leg up in supplying the people part of the
business equation.”
—A superior transportation network connecting the region to major metropolitan areas.
—Strategic location at the crossroads for fiber optics that carry communication data,
thanks to the St. Joe Valley Metronet. 
—A diverse economy that includes agriculture, high-tech manufacturing, low-tech
manufacturing, medicine and health care, and education, to name a few.
—Abundant and relatively inexpensive energy.
—Affordable cost of living and high-quality, affordable housing.
—Excellent quality of life.
—A rich and diverse arts community.

“For firms that do not need to be in a major metropolitan area to conduct business, we
represent strong quality-of-life opportunities,” McMahon says. “All of those areas are
pretty attractive and significant. It gives such businesses just one more reason to talk to
us.”

Innovate 
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Capitalizing on the legacy of innovation, established by early industrialists who made the
area famous, allows the region to forge new infrastructure in emerging technologies. This
in turn creates new business opportunities. 

As mentioned earlier, a visible example of this is Innovation Park at Notre Dame. 

As part of a dual-location certified technology park, Innovation Park represents the first
phase of a technology park structured to provide the expertise, funding and other
resources to develop innovative technologies and products.

A second location owned by the city, Ignition Park, will serve as a “landing zone” for
successful start-ups originating at Innovation Park that need room to grow and expand. 

Notre Dame's interest in supporting local and regional economic development is “a hugely
positive step forward,” McMahon says. “In part, it will help us fill a void [that was left]
when we lost most of the headquarters for regional businesses. Notre Dame's engagement
allows us to rebuild that infrastructure to explore new products and bring the necessary
capital to support the development and then launch them.”

As part of the university's heightened emphasis on becoming a world-class research
institution, Innovation Park plays “a translational role” in the pathway from on-campus
research to real-world product development, according to David Brenner, president and
CEO of the park. 

“What we're trying to do is leverage core areas of expertise and promising new ideas,”
Brenner observes. “We're not trying to be all things to all people. Ideally, we're looking for
prospective client companies that can leverage a research core at the university or can
develop an innovative new idea with assets in the region.” 

As those projects proceed, the idea is that the growth phase can be developed at Ignition
Park.

“The community will see more and more opportunities like this, where there's something
from the park, something from the region, and the challenge will be how to pull them all
together,” Brenner says.

For example, Elkhart-based Nexus RV recently located its headquarters at Innovation
Park, with the goal of investigating new technologies to build into RVs. It is likely that the
company will remain in the region as the project proceeds, because all of the expertise is
available here.

More success stories

In recent years, the region has racked up significant gains in the form of new business
opportunities. There's the AM General facility in Mishawaka, and I/N Tek and I/N Kote
in New Carlisle. 

Each success story is the culmination of careful strategic planning and much hard work.

But don't tell that to the revelers at the new pub in Eddy Street Commons, or to the
shoppers blissfully snapping up bargains on their favorite designer handbags at Erskine
Village. Let them think that success is all just part of what it means to be a thriving,
growing community.
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