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The Role of Local Elected Officials in Economic Development: 10 Things you Should Know was the result 
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series of input sessions with economic development officials during their conferences in October 2009 
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recognizes the direct input and guidance provided by members of IEDC, members of NLC’s CityFu-
tures Panel on Community and Regional Development, and other local officials. 
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introduction

Economic development is the process of building strong, adaptive economies. Strategies driven by local 
assets and realities, a diverse industry base and a commitment to equality of opportunity and sustain-
able practices have emerged as those that will ensure a strong foundation for long-term stability and 
growth. Even within the parameters of these principles, what constitutes success in economic develop-
ment and the specific strategies to accomplish it will look different from place to place. Despite these 
differences, leadership is consistently identified as a critical factor in effective economic development.

Dedicated leadership is needed to raise awareness, help develop and communicate a common vision, 
and motivate stakeholders into action. Although leadership can come from many places within the 
community, local elected officials are particularly well-positioned to take on this role. The political 
influence of elected leadership is critical to helping communities stay the course toward a vibrant 
economic future. From the bully pulpit to the design and coordination of public policies, mayors and 
councilmembers have opportunities every day to effect change and promote a strategic vision of eco-
nomic growth for their community. 

The goal of this guide is not to provide a one-size-fits-all solution to economic development or even 
to offer an Economic Development 101. Nor does this guide contend that elected officials should be 
economic development experts. The goal is instead to identify fundamental ways elected officials can 
become informed and strategic decision-makers who can connect the policy “dots,” be effective com-
municators and take a leadership role in economic development. The guide is based on the premise that 
elected officials can and should actively participate in and lead long-term development strategies that 
make sense for their community.

The format of the guide is a “top 10 list” of things elected officials should know about economic devel-
opment in order to be effective leaders. These include:

1.  Your local economic strengths and weaknesses. A stronger understanding of your 
community’s economic profile will help you create a realistic vision and strategies 
for economic development. 

2.  Your community’s place in the broader regional economy. With a firmer grasp 
of how your community fits into the broader region, you’re better prepared to work 
with other jurisdictions to share responsibility for regional economic success. 

3.  Your community’s economic development vision and goals. Local elected offi-
cials can play a key role in building consensus for a vision and goals that provide 
clear direction for local economic development.  

4.  Your community’s strategy to attain its goals. A strategic approach means linking 
economic development goals to specific activities, allocating a budget and staff to 
these activities and evaluating performance based on measurable outcomes. 

5.  Connections between economic development and other city policies. When 
crafting economic development policies, it is essential to consider how other city 
policies (e.g., transportation or housing) affect your economic development goals. 
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6.  Your regulatory environment. Your community’s regulatory process should allow 
for timely, reliable and transparent resolution of issues facing businesses, while still 
remaining true to your long-term economic development vision.

7.  Your local economic development stakeholders and partners. Local officials should 
think strategically on a project-by-project basis about who needs to be involved, the 
resources they bring to the table, and what it will take to get them engaged. 

8.  The needs of your local business community. Local officials can help create an 
environment that supports the growth and expansion of local businesses, primarily 
by opening lines of communication.

9.  Your community’s economic development message. You will want a clear, accurate 
and compelling message that reflects your local vision and that helps ensure broad 
support for economic development projects undertaken by the city and its partners. 

10.  Your economic development staff. Local elected officials will be more effective 
in leading economic development activities to the extent that they forge strong 
relationships with staff members who work on these issues on a daily basis.
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1. Your local economic strengths  
and Weaknesses

Your community’s strengths and weaknesses, such as quality-of-life amenities, infrastructure and work-
force skills, determine the potential of your local economy to support economic growth. This economic 
profile lays the foundation for creating a realistic vision and strategic direction for economic success 
that is unique to your community. Information about your local economy can also help engage and 
educate constituents and build community support for economic development decisions.

assessing YouR local economY

Important Factors Key IndIcators

economic conditions Unemployment, types and sizes of firms/industries, wages, income, new business starts, 
retail sales, housing prices, types of imports and exports, number of businesses closed

population characteristics Population size and growth, age, education level

labor force characteristics Labor force participation, occupations, skills, commuter characteristics, productivity

physical conditions Land use, zoning, land values, condition of buildings, vacancy rates, building activity, 
parking facilities, condition and capacity of infrastructure, air and water quality

Business climate
Community attitudes, labor relations, business taxes and regulations, level and quality of 
municipal services, workforce training, access to and cost of capital, public and private 
infrastructure

Knowledge-based resources Federal labs, science and research parks, industry incubators, colleges and universities, 
technical training schools

Quality of life Housing availability, public services, education system, crime rate, cultural and recreational 
activities, parks and other natural amenities

Source: Economic Development Strategic Planning. International Economic Development Council, Washington, D.C., 2006, pp. 44-48.

With the assistance of your economic development staff and input from stakeholders, you can iden-
tify factors within and outside of the control of local government that impact and shape your local 
economy. Identifying strengths and opportunities is crucial, but local officials also should pay attention 
to weaknesses and potential threats. 

For example, what industries in your community and region are growing or struggling? What are the 
skills of your workforce, and are they sufficient to meet the needs of business? What barriers and sup-
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port services exist for local entrepreneurs and small businesses? Is the local and regional housing stock 
diverse enough to provide for a wide range of housing needs?

All of these factors should be understood in comparison to other communities and in the context of 
broader economic trends. As a result of this process, you will have a stronger sense of your unique local 
assets, as well as what you can and should be doing to build on strengths and mitigate weaknesses. 

Taking action, asking Questions 
	 		What unique strengths can your community build on for economic development  

and growth? 
	 		What weaknesses pose a barrier to economic development? To what extent can you 

mitigate these weaknesses – and how?
	 		How do your community’s strengths and weaknesses compare to those in other

communities?
	 	How are economic conditions changing in your city and region?

san Buenaventura, calif. (ventura) (population 109,000)
After many decades of slow economic growth, the traditionally blue-collar City of San Buenaventura began to realize that its 
anti-business reputation had actually been undermining its economic prosperity. The city had very few middle class jobs and 
a limited industrial base and service sector. Moreover, many high-tech firms were heavily concentrated in much of the city’s 
surrounding area and seemed to bypass Ventura when making location decisions. 

Through an analysis of the community’s strengths and weaknesses, city leaders in Ventura determined that the city’s location 
between two high-tech hubs, its pool of entrepreneurs and venture capitalists and significant quality of life amenities placed 
them in a unique position to expand high growth technology sectors. The city developed and pursued a strategic plan for 
economic development, including new activities to increase the local tax base, diversify the economy and create high value, 
high wage jobs. 

The city created a self-sustaining fund to support the new plan, specifically growth of businesses from within the community, by 
using a $5 million loan payoff from the Redevelopment Agency. The Jobs Investment Fund (JIF) provides “mezzanine capital” 
to expansion projects or venture capital to new projects as either loans or direct investments. JIF, managed by a private invest-
ment partner, allows for a higher return potential to the city than is traditionally available with a standard investment portfolio. 

Constituents have expressed concern that the city has too great a risk exposure in these investments. “There are requests that 
we redirect the money from the fund back to general government operations each time we face additional budget cuts, but 
due to political will and improved communications with our constituents, so far we have been able to maintain funding,” said 
Councilmember Neal Andrews. City leaders have made a special effort to bring community opinion leaders into a position where 
they understand what JIF is about and why it’s important. 

JIF has allowed the city to engage in a number of business development activities, including capital raising conferences, 
entrepreneurship events and a business incubator. As of January 2010, 10 firms have located in the incubator, and in 2008, 
Forbes magazine ranked Ventura number 68 on the “Small Business list of 100 best places to live and launch a business.”

Contact:
City of Ventura
Department of Economic Development
Phone: (805) 677-3935
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2. Your community’s place in  
The Broader Regional economy 

Understanding your local economy also means knowing how your community fits into the broader 
region. Although increased competition for jobs, tax base and private investment can put political 
pressure on elected officials to go toe-to-toe with neighboring jurisdictions, the reality is that local eco-
nomic success depends on regional economic success. 

This is particularly true in the context of the global economy, where economic competition may not 
be with your neighbor, but with a city in China, India or Ireland. Firms engaged in global economic 
activity rely on a breadth of resources available in a region, including workers, transportation, housing, 
and amenities. In nearly all cases, one community does not have full capacity needed to support these 
activities. Cities that focus on competition within the region, instead of collaborating for economic 
development, are placing their economic future at risk. 

With a firmer grasp of your community’s place in the region, you’re better prepared to work with other 
jurisdictions to share responsibility for promoting regional economic success. Cities in the Denver 
region, for example, work together to draw businesses and other economic activity to the region while 
agreeing not to compete or offer incentives to firms to locate in their specific communities. Similarly, 
many cities work together on regional marketing efforts, typically via participation in a regional coun-
cil. These collaborative efforts attract firms, investment, and employment that benefit the entire region. 

Participating in regional activities may present some political difficulties if the local economic benefits 
are not well understood by your constituents. Local elected officials should be prepared with the facts 
about how regional economic success translates into improved employment opportunities, tax base, or 
amenities for your city and the people who live there. Local officials can work with their staff to craft a 
clear, accurate message about their involvement in regional activities, and communicate this message to 
community through the media, neighborhood meetings or other public venues. It can serve as a start-
ing point for a community dialogue about the importance of regional collaboration to local success. 

Taking action, asking Questions
	 		How do you define your economic region? 
	 		How does the economic strength of your city 

depend on what happens in other cities and 
towns in the region? How does regional eco-
nomic activity provide direct or indirect ben-
efits to your community?

	 		What assets does your community contribute 
to the regional economy (e.g., workers, hous-
ing, amenities, transportation)?

	 		What regional organizations, partnerships 
and/or activities already exist? To what extent 
is your community involved? 

“Too many local governments still act as if they have 
the luxury of merely competing with each other for 
tax base, especially within their region. But economi-
cally this is a sideshow or a delusion. The real eco-
nomic competition is global and competing effectively 
requires regional collaboration.” 

William Barnes, The Economic Development Game Has 
Changed, Nation’s Cities Weekly, 1/11/2010
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3. Your community’s economic 
development vision and goals

A primary challenge in the practice of economic development is choosing among many competing pri-
orities and various activities. A clear economic vision and goals are needed to provide a framework for 
strategically assessing and coordinating these efforts. The vision stems from the community’s values, its 
collective sense of local economic strengths and weaknesses, and consensus on a desired future. Goals 
are more tangible expressions of the vision and provide specific direction for actions.

For example, the City of Albuquerque, New Mexico’s economic development initiative “thrive!ABQ” 
identifies the city’s economic vision as a city with a vibrant business climate that’s accessible, user-friendly 
and welcoming to all. The three primary goals of “thrive!ABQ” are: 

	 		 Albuquerque First: Retain existing businesses and industries by fostering partnerships 
with local businesses and increasing spending in the community.

	 		Albuquerque Easy: Remove barriers to conducting business within the city.
	 		 Albuquerque Recruits: Make the city an attractive place for businesses to locate.

According to the American Planning Association’s Economic Development Toolbox (2006), a sound eco-
nomic vision and goals should:

 1.	 Balance what the jurisdiction would like to achieve with what resources and public sup-
port the jurisdiction can realistically expect to muster in support of that vision. 

 2.		Be consistent with the role of the jurisdiction’s economy in the larger regional and 
state economies. 

 3.	 Be understandable to citizens without technical training or experience in 
economic development.

 4.		Be produced in a way that makes it possible to incorporate it in the jurisdiction’s 
comprehensive plan. 

If your city already has an economic development 
vision, make sure your policy decisions reflect the 
principles in the vision. In cities that do not have an 
economic vision, local elected officials can help initiate 
a community visioning effort. A well-designed vision-
ing process will surface an array of ideas, opinions and 
objectives from a diverse group of stakeholders. An 
important role for elected officials is to help bring peo-
ple to consensus and agreement on a common purpose. 

“There are many possible economic futures for any 
given jurisdiction, there are some impossible ones as 
well. The challenge is to decide on a future that is not 
only desirable, but also possible given the factors that 
constrain it.” 

Terry Moore, Stuart Meck, and James Ebenhoh. An 
Economic Development Toolbox. American Planning 
Association, Washington, D.C. October 2006, p. 34 
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Taking action, asking Questions
	 		Does your community have a clearly stated vision and goals for economic development? 

If so, what are they? 
	 		Does the vision reflect the community’s values as well as its strengths and weaknesses?
 		Do your constituents and key stakeholders understand and agree upon the community’s 

vision and goals? 
	 		To what extent do local government policies support the vision and goals?

mission, Kan. (population 9,727)
Mission, a community less than three square miles in area, was at a crossroads when many large parcels of land became 
available for redevelopment. In response, the city began a planning process that involved all facets of the community, including 
residents, businesses and shoppers, to create a vision that would serve as the framework for future development. The vision, 
which ultimately called for more compact, walkable, and sustainable development, was challenged when Mission was offered a 
lucrative deal by a big-box developer. 

With a strong commitment to the vision, Mission denied the big-box store and has accepted an offer for a new mall from a 
developer who has embraced the city’s vision for a vibrant, pedestrian-friendly, mixed-use destination. Although the developer 
typically works on retail projects only, his collaboration with the city and understanding of the community vision has led him to 
include residential, hotel, office and entertainment as potential project components. 

The city’s resolve to stick with its vision also resulted in overwhelming community support for the project. Instead of Not in My 
Back Yard opposition, city officials received acclamation from those attending its Planning and Zoning hearings. Among the most 
common questions the city received from residents: “When will the project be complete?” 

Contact:
City of Mission
Department of Community Development 
Phone: (913) 676-8350
E-mail: MRivarola@missionks.org
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4. Your community’s strategy  
To attain its goals

Once the economic development vision and goals are defined, it is important that they not be shelved, 
but that they guide and determine you community’s economic development strategy. If the community 
has been involved in the process and believes in the vision and goals, residents will hold political leader-
ship accountable for putting them into practice. Strategic implementation of the economic development 
vision involves linking economic development goals to specific activities, allocating a budget and staff 
to these activities, and evaluating performance based on specific, measurable, agreed-upon outcomes. 

There are many local activities that can be used to accomplish your city’s long-term economic vision. 
The types of economic development policies and tools pursued by your community will depend on 
those permitted by your state, as well as how your local government perceives its role in stimulating 
private sector economic activity. 

The traditional local government role in economic development is to facilitate economic activity by 
offsetting the cost of doing business in your community (in terms of time, opportunity and money). 
Strategies include land assembly, modifying the permitting process and providing job training. More 
entrepreneurial roles, as well as strategies that more directly address the demand for local products, 
may include seeding and investing in local small businesses, matching gaps in supplier/buyer linkages 
and international trade promotion. Local elected officials can work with city staff, businesses and other 
stakeholders in the community to educate themselves about the types of programs and tools that are 
available to them and to decide which economic development role is best for their city. 

You can also look to “best practices” in other communities; however, it is important to remember that 
economic development activities that work in one place will not necessarily work in another. Following 
economic development fads or strictly replicating another city’s approach without putting it in the con-
text of your community is a recipe for failure. Instead, elected officials can learn how and why another 
city was successful and adapt those practices to local realities. 

Elected officials should also work with their staff to determine a set of expected outcomes, the neces-
sary level of resources (staff and budget) needed to achieve these outcomes and performance metrics to 
evaluate and measure them. In the context of short-term political cycles, it may be tempting to stray 
from the strategy and only consider economic development in terms of traditional, more tangible suc-
cesses, such as attracting a new, large employer. For this reason, it is important that elected officials and 
staff agree upon, are committed to and accurately measure even incremental economic achievements. 
This will allow political leaders to demonstrate success and champion all various ways the community 
is supporting economic activity. 

Strategic implementation of economic development, from selecting activities that support the vision to 
accurately measuring progress, enables local governments to be more responsive in an increasingly com-
plex and uncertain economic environment. It allows the community, staff and elected officials to be part 
of a “continuum” of leadership and to make more deliberate progress toward long-term economic success. 
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Taking action, asking Questions
	 		 How do your goals drive everyday actions to develop and grow your local economy? Can 

you develop better strategies, if needed, which make sense for your community?
	 		 What is the general orientation of your local government toward supporting private sec-

tor economic activity? What tools is your city willing to and able to use?
	 		 Is your city’s budget and staffing aligned with its strategies for economic development? 
	 		 How will you measure and evaluate your city’s economic development efforts over time?
	 		 What can you do to celebrate incremental successes?

littleton, colo. (population 43,055)
In 1987, the City of Littleton pioneered an entrepreneurial alternative to the traditional economic development practice of recruiting 
industries. The “economic gardening” program, developed in conjunction with the Center for the New West, is as an effort to grow 
local jobs through entrepreneurial activity. 

The approach is based on research that indicates the great majority of all new jobs in any local economy are produced by small, 
local businesses already in the community. According to Chris Gibbons, Littleton’s director of business/industry, an entrepreneurial 
approach to economic development has several advantages over attraction strategies. First, the cost per job is much less than 
the $250,000 to $300,000 incentives typical in major relocations. Second, the investment is in the community and its infra-
structure; should a business choose to leave, it does not take that investment with it. Third, it is a healthier approach in that a 
community’s future is no longer tied to the whims of an out of state company. Its future is entirely a function of its own efforts 
and investments.

Littleton’s economic strategy focuses on creating a nurturing environment for entrepreneurs and “second-stage” companies, those 
with 10-99 employees and/or $750,000-$50 million in receipts. In a typical engagement, the city’s Economic Gardening team 
will assist a company with core strategy, market analysis, competitor intelligence, and other priority tasks. Since the start of the 
program, Littleton’s job base has grown from 15,000 to 30,000, the retail sales tax has tripled from $6 million to $21 million, 
and the population has grown by 23 percent.

Contact:
City of Littleton
Business/Industry Affairs
Phone: (303) 795-3749
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5. connections Between economic 
development and other city policies 

It would be nearly impossible to list all of the various ways in which local government policies interact 
and overlap. When crafting economic development policies, it is essential to consider how other city 
policies support or discourage your economic development goals. For example, are your transportation 
initiatives supporting local retail? Are your local workforce training programs aligned with your sustain-
ability plans? Is the regional housing stock adequate to meet the needs of workers in your community? 
By thinking about policies holistically, you can avoid detrimental policy interactions and create an 
environment for different policies to support and enhance each other. 

Policy integration has become even more important over the past 30 years as the drivers of economic 
growth have broadened significantly. Today, the scope of economic development and the interests and 
needs of the business community extend well beyond market access and transportation networks. 
Social and professional networks, educational institutions, quality-of-life amenities, talent and work-
force skills and housing are important assets that contribute to your community’s economic profile. 
Additionally, there is increased recognition that improvements in economic equity and the natural 
environment are critically important to a strong local economy. 

For example, the City of Portland, Ore., has created a Sustainable City Partnership to foster a collabora-
tive, citywide effort to integrate sustainable practices and resource efficiency into municipal operations 
and to strengthen existing policies and efforts. A primary partnership role for city officials and staff is 
to develop connections between environmental quality and economic vitality. The city has encouraged 
sustainable business practices and has leveraged sustainability as a key economic sector. 

One strategy to ensure that all of the various sources of economic growth and the key elements impact-
ing economic development are coordinated is to develop your economic development activities in con-
junction with your community’s comprehensive planning process. Some communities have formalized 
this process through implementation of an Economic Prosperity Element (page 14). 

Taking action, asking Questions
	 		 How do other city policies — in areas from transportation and housing to public safety 

— affect your goals for economic development?
	 		 To what extent does your city need to change existing policies so they are aligned with 

and support the economic development vision and goals? 
	 		 How often do various city departments communicate? To what extent is there a shared under-

standing of and commitment to successful economic development across city government?
	 		 Are your city’s economic development strategies and goals reflected in the comprehensive 

plan? Can you add an Economic Prosperity Element to the plan?
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economic prosperity element
by William Anderson, Director, City Planning & Community Investment Department, City of San Diego (American Planning Asso-
ciation Economic Development Blog 5/17/2010)

Many cities and counties are adding Economic Prosperity or similar elements to their General Plans. These elements help strengthen 
the link between a jurisdiction’s comprehensive plan and economic development. While most factors that influence economic 
development are beyond a local area’s control, such as macro-economic trends, international competition, interest rates, financial 
markets, local jurisdictions do have control of factors that can make them more or less competitive in the region, nation, or world. 

Some of these local factors are traditionally addressed in General Plans, such as land use capacity for industries and targeted 
sectors, infrastructure efficiency and cost, quality-of-life, housing affordability for the workforce, and environmental quality. Other 
local factors are not as directly related to land use policies, such as workforce training, education, and access to capital. These 
factors may be the purview of other organizations and agencies, but are also critical. 

An Economic Prosperity Element, especially one tied to a regional economic development strategy, can bridge and coordinate these 
factors and take the General Plan beyond the role of just land use policy. It can also serve as the element that connects a region’s 
economic development strategy focused on the needs of export-oriented base sectors, to the opportunities for community-level 
economic development. 

Contact:
City of San Diego 
Department of City Planning & Community Investment 
Phone: (619) 235-5200
E-mail: AndersonW@sandiego.gov
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6. Your Regulatory environment

Your regulatory environment directly impacts the ease of doing business in your city. For business 
leaders, time is money; they want to know that the regulatory process provides for timely, reliable and 
transparent resolution of key issues. If your city’s regulatory policies are riddled with delays, confusing 
and redundant steps and multiple approval processes, a prospective business may very well choose to 
locate or expand in another community.

Local officials can improve the regulatory environment for businesses by ensuring that the development 
review process and other policies are streamlined and transparent. The key to success is ensuring con-
sistency and clarity about expectations, timelines, regulations, and costs. This will alleviate much of the 
uncertainty involved in economic development projects by allowing businesses to accurately anticipate 
the timing of the process and to build their plans accordingly. In addition, a better regulatory environ-
ment can promote information-sharing and better communication with local businesses so you can 
work together to identify potential challenges or problems. 

As a local elected official, your first step is to ensure that you have an understanding of the current regu-
latory system and where there may be problems. This will require you to gather input from the business 
community about their frustrations and experiences. Working with your local chamber of commerce 
or other local business organizations may be helpful in this process. To gain additional perspective, you 
may want to consider going through the process yourself, as if you were a developer or a new business. 
This will allow you to have firsthand knowledge of the time, costs, hassles and clarity of the process.

When examining your regulatory process, be mindful not to throw the good out with the bad. Not all 
development is good development, and it is important that your regulatory processes reflect your long-
term economic development vision so you can safeguard against detrimental projects. The key for your 
city is to find a balance and remove unnecessary delays and hurdles, while still preserving the integrity 
of the community’s economic development vision and goals. 

Taking action, asking Questions
	 		 Are your local agencies charged with regulatory processes attuned to the needs of busi-

nesses, particularly efficiency and transparency concerns?
	 		 Are there one-stop approvals or other ways to expedite review processes?
	 		 How long does it take to get a new development proposal in front of a local planning board? 
	 		 Do businesses have access to clear information about local regulations from one source?
	 		 Is there a designated city staff person who helps facilitate the process to ensure that things 

go smoothly?
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7. Your local economic development 
stakeholders and partners

A group of diverse stakeholders within and outside local government contribute to economic develop-
ment. These include both large and small businesses, nonprofit organizations, workforce and training 
organizations, universities, department staff and many others. Economic development partnerships will 
likely change depending on the activity, so it is important to think strategically on a project-by-project 
basis about who needs to be involved and the resources they bring to the table.

Collaborative partnerships are especially important given the increased complexity and diversity of 
interests in economic development. Harnessing the breadth of resources, knowledge, leadership, and 
skills of stakeholders that may not typically interact is essential for effective implementation of your 
city’s economic development strategies. By facilitating broader and deeper interaction among local 
government, business, the community, and economic development activities, local elected officials can 
ensure that policy decisions will be in tune with all of the other work that is happening in the com-
munity to advance the city’s economic development goals. 

Your local government may not always be the lead organization for an economic development project. 
Sometimes, the chamber of commerce might lead the way. In other instances, it might be a different 
community organization or business leader. But even if the city is just one stakeholder among many, 
local elected officials can make themselves available to help bring the right people and organizations to 
the table. Important roles for municipal leaders include: reaching out to the various parties; working to 
break down communication barriers; helping to facilitate consensus; and ultimately, coordinating and 
leveraging action. 

Taking action, asking Questions
	 		 Who are the key stakeholders (individuals, organizations, businesses, city staff) that can 

help strengthen your city’s local economic development efforts?
	 		 To what extent are stakeholders already communicating and working together on 

these issues? 
	 		 What will it take to break down any barriers that exist among key stakeholders and to get 

them to do more collaborative work?
	 		 What resources do various stakeholders bring to the table in terms of financial support, 

people, skills, contacts and more? 
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garland, Texas (population 238,651)
A critical objective of the Garland Economic Development Partnership (GEDP), a collaboration of government, school and business 
leaders, is the retention of key businesses in the local community. A suburb of Dallas, Garland has been characterized as a major 
manufacturing city since the 1950s and is home to numerous Fortune 500 corporations such as Kraft Foods, General Dynamics 
and Raytheon. 

In 2006, the city recognized the “Garland Top 100” businesses based on their tax value, number of employees and electric 
usage. The city estimates that the “Garland Top 100” represent 13 percent of the local tax base and employ 17 percent of the 
total workforce. City of Garland Mayor Ronald Jones and GEDP staff has visited nearly all of the top 100 manufacturing compa-
nies in Garland to hear their concerns and challenges directly.

According to Jones, these visits were intended to make sure that elected officials understand and recognize business needs, 
and that the businesses understand that the city appreciates they are part of our community. During the meetings, the mayor 
and GEDP staff discussed a variety of key issues, including workforce training needs, utility costs, and public safety. As a result, 
the city developed the Dallas County Manufacturers’ Association in collaboration with Richland College to provide specialized 
workforce training. 

Contact:
Garland Chamber of Commerce
Phone: (469) 326-7444
E-mail: paul.mayer@garlandchamber.com
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8. The needs of Your local  
Business community

Local businesses are essential to a stable and diverse local economy. In recent years, many cities have 
shifted their primary economic development focus away from attracting large firms from outside the 
community to growing new businesses from within and helping existing businesses survive and thrive. 
Local officials can help create an environment that supports the growth and expansion of local businesses. 

In the case of entrepreneurs and small businesses, many fail not for lack of ideas, but on planning 
and management. By allocating resources for entrepreneurial and new business support services, local 
governments can help these businesses overcome critical barriers to success. Such services include small 
business development centers, entrepreneurship training, market information, networking opportuni-
ties, marketing assistance, business incubators and even financing opportunities. 

Running a business is a full-time job, and even if local services are available, business leaders may be 
unaware of the assistance available to them. Even more likely, they may not automatically view the city 
as a resource or an ally. By making the effort to reach out and communicate with your local business 
community, whether through your local chamber of commerce, organized events or visiting businesses 
individually, local officials can gather input to help improve local business policies and demonstrate that 
the community cares about the success of their business. 

It is important for local elected officials to bring the same commitment and enthusiasm to existing 
business as they do to new business prospects. The city often creates incentives or other policy packages 
to attract new employers, and celebrates a new, large company with ribbon cuttings and stories in the 
local media. By similarly celebrating local business accomplishments, you can show the city’s support, 
increase the business’s profile and draw attention to economic development success stories that often 
go unnoticed. 

Additionally, by publicly highlighting the achievements of your local companies, you will build your 
city’s reputation as a business friendly community. This, in turn, may encourage outside businesses to 
take a second look at your community as a desirable location, while providing existing businesses with 
even more reasons to stay in your jurisdiction.

 When making policy decisions focused on business retention and expansion, including small business 
and entrepreneurial development, it is important to remember that many local businesses need time to 
mature and grow. Although this form of business support may not deliver an overwhelming, immediate 
economic impact, the benefits of staying the course with your local businesses can provide greater long-
term pay-offs. These include a more diversified, stable economy, a business community with stronger 
local ties and maybe even the next, great Fortune 500 company. 
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Taking action, asking Questions
	 		 What does your local government do to find out the needs of your business community?
	 		 Who in government regularly communicates with individual businesses and the  business 

community at large? How does this happen?
	 		 To what extent do you celebrate milestones achieved by existing businesses in your 

community?
	 		 What support services does your city offer to entrepreneurs and small businesses? What 

more could you do?

new York (population 8,308,163)
New York City provides an example of a successful, city-led effort to directly link workforce development and economic develop-
ment. In 2003, Mayor Michael Bloomberg eliminated the NYC Department of Employment and consolidated the city’s adult 
workforce programs with the Department of Small Business Services (SBS). The resulting program provides employment and 
training services for individuals and seeks to meet specific workforce needs of local businesses.

Much of the program’s success has been due to a dual customer approach — focusing on meeting the needs of job seekers, as 
well as local businesses. In fact, SBS has developed two distinct brands associated with both customers. Workforce 1 provides 
individuals with job placement, training and advancement services and NYC Business Solutions provides a suite of services to 
support local businesses, including employee recruitment services from the pool of screened job candidates from the Workforce 
1 program. 

The effort has shown real results in New York City. In 2003, prior to the consolidation of the two programs, the workforce system 
only achieved 500 job placements. In 2009 the workforce system achieved 25,000 placements. 

Contact:
NYC Department of Small Business Services
Strategic Initiatives
Phone: (212) 618-6759
E-mail: cneale@sbs.nyc.gov
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9. Your community’s economic 
development message

Strong communications and a compelling message are vital to successful economic development and 
a primary responsibility for local elected officials. An economic development message that is based on 
your community’s collective vision and is conveyed by all key stakeholders will establish a consistent 
community “brand” and competitive identity to the outside world. 

Local elected officials can use public speeches, interviews and other communications to rally the com-
munity around their economic development message. In addition to publicly promoting the message, 
local elected officials can work with their staff to ensure that all economic development partners have 
the information that they need to support the message or to accurately convey the message to others. 
This may be data about the economic role they play in the community, or marketing materials that 
they can use to engage others outside the community. These small steps go a long way in generating a 
positive reputation of your community. 

Sometimes, cities let politics and minor disagreements about the direction of economic development 
affect their city’s public image. This can detrimentally impact the confidence investors have in your 
community as a place to do business. Developers, business owners and others want to be assured that 
their investment in your community will have broad support among local leaders, residents and key 
partners. If those who impact the success of a business or economic development project are not uni-
fied, the confidence of the investor will falter. Local elected officials can help manage internal disputes 
and ensure that all stakeholders remain committed to the message and the vision it conveys. 

Taking action, asking Questions
	 		 How do you currently communicate about your city’s economic development activities? 

To what extent are you using speeches, media interviews and other forums to highlight 
an economic development vision and goals?

	 		 Does your city have a clear and consistent message about economic development for the 
outside world? 

	 		 How do your city’s communications efforts dovetail with what other organizations in the 
community (e.g., the chamber of commerce) are doing? Are there ways to enhance coor-
dination on communication activities? 
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10. Your economic development staff 

As discussed throughout the guide, local elected officials have clear and specific roles to play in their 
cities’ efforts to build a strong local economy. However, success in filling these roles often depends on 
the relationship between elected officials and staff members who work on economic development issues 
on a daily basis.

As a local elected official, you are often the public face and the cheerleader for your city on economic 
development. When you are giving a speech, talking to a local business or discussing a new project with 
constituents, you must be prepared with the facts or run the risk of seeming uninformed and out of touch. 

Staying up to date requires open and regular communications with and trust in your city’s economic 
development staff. Your relationship with staff will enable you to gain a better understanding of the 
economic position of your city, changing local and regional conditions and your city’s economic devel-
opment plans and priorities. You will be better able to articulate economic goals to constituents and 
the media and make more informed policy decisions based on the most current information. This is 
especially important in the current economy, as city resources are scarcer and businesses and citizens 
alike are looking for informed leadership.

Local officials should begin building a strong relationship with economic development staff at the 
beginning of a political term or new project. Economic development is a complex topic; most newly 
elected officials may not have an in-depth understanding of the current economic policies or the city’s 
long-term vision and strategy. By forging a relationship early on, local officials can come up to speed 
more quickly and be able to make better policy decisions in the long run.

It’s also important to consider what expertise and knowledge you bring to the relationship that city staff 
may not have. Most elected officials come to office with a professional background in an area other than 
local government, such as banking, small business or healthcare. This can make you uniquely qualified 
to represent the city to important economic interests. With open communication, your city’s economic 
development staff can become more aware of your skills and seek opportunities to use them. 

Taking action, asking Questions
	 		 How often do you talk to the key economic development staff in your city?
	 		 Do you get regular updates, or “cheat sheets,” about the issues, trends and successes of 

economic development in your city?
	 		 What are your expectations about economic development? Have you discussed this with 

the economic development staff? 
	 		 What economic development issues or practices could you learn more about?
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conclusion

As an elected official, you make decisions every day that impact the future of your community. It is of criti-
cal importance that your decisions and actions support your community’s vision and do not work at cross 
purposes with existing efforts. This is particularly true in today’s rapidly changing economic environment. 

You can use this guide to initiate conversations — or ask questions — with key players within your 
community. The first step will most likely be to initiate conversations with your economic development 
staff about how to best use your skills and political capital to support a strategic economic direction. 
Even if you are already engaged in economic development, this guide can serve as a reminder of all the 
leadership roles needed for economic success. It can also help you identify how your economic devel-
opment role should vary over time to support the changing needs of your community and economic 
development stakeholders.

Your city may have all the right assets, partners and tools, but may never realize its full potential with-
out a leader to bring all the pieces together. You have the power and the ability to do what’s needed to 
advance the cause of successful economic development for your city. 
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