Mayor’s Column for the January 28, 2015 Edition of the Evansville Review

Business Development in Evansville

Last week I attended two Project Citizen class presentations at the high school.  One presentation was a proposal to have movie nights at the high school performing arts center to address the need for additional activities for youth and the community.  The class discussed pros and cons of the idea, looked at alternative activities such as an ice rink and a laser tag facility, and developed an implementation strategy.  Following their presentation, there was a good discussion of the operating costs of today’s commercial movie theaters.

The other student presentation was to find a solution for the difficulty of bringing new businesses to Evansville.  The class believes that Evansville needs more businesses.  Their proposal was to reduce taxes for businesses in the first couple of years of operation.  They were aware that the failure rate for new business start-ups is significantly higher than established businesses.  (The Kauffman Foundation reports that just 46% of start-ups with employees survive 5 years.)  The students also pointed out the need for more business advertising.  During the discussion period, I asked what was needed to support businesses after their early operations—their answer was customers.  We discussed buy local.  When a student suggested a bookstore, we talked about shifting consumer shopping habits, e.g. Amazon.

As I thought about these presentations and current community chatter about the city being against development, I started listing business activity beginning with 2006.  My best knowledge about local business comes from my campaigning and service as mayor.  Here are current Evansville businesses established since the beginning of 2006, nine years ago.  Formecology, XRG Analytics, Allen Creek Gallery, Modeluno Photography, Token Creek Alpaca, The Grooming Room, Sarah & Company, Evansville Health Club, Real Coffee at Daun, Evansville Tire Center, ProSpine Chiropractic, Bridget’s Family Bakery, Blooms, Wellness Physical Therapy, Double D Builders, Urban Exchange, Mama Rita’s, Das Hund Haus, Fox and Hound, Midwest Hop & Beer Analysis, Johnson Seed & Feed, Love on a Leash, The Attic Window, The Dancing Lamb, Evansville Arcade, Palate Pleasers, Farmers Insurance, Running with Scissors, Dr. Allison Becker, Good Grief Printing, The Vintage Roost, Fancy Farm Girl, Grove Retreat, Retirement Income Strategies, Rising Star Dance Academy,  Black Thistle Gunsmithing, Healing Tree Massage, True Nature Yoga, Core Physical Therapy, Weiss Realty, Boarders Inn & Suites, The Heights at Evansville Manor, Edward Jones, Varesi’s Auto Repair, Phillips Contracting, Choice Building Systems, Wausau Homes, Indulge, Flying A.J.’s Towing, Evansville Electric, ECS Midwest,  and Farmhouse Fabrics.  There are more than fifty names on this list and it is not complete.

There are also businesses that opened and closed.  Some that come to mind are Windmill Antiques, Dollarland, Partyland, and Inside Out Expressions.  A handful of businesses opened and for various reasons moved from the city, such as Integrated Art, White Birch Barn, and Artful Gourmet.

The National Bureau of Economic Research reports that business start-ups are responsible for nearly all of U.S. net job growth every year (total job gains minus total job losses).  Evansville fosters entrepreneurs and has done so for decades.  Some names from the past:  Straka Jewelry, Anderson TV & Appliance, Willis Drugstore, Dobbs Duds, Baumgarten’s Grocery, The Devlin Agency, Waeffler’s Frozen Meats, and Ken’s Karpet Korner.

More established Evansville businesses undertook expansions or made significant additional investments in the last nine years.  They include:  Dave’s Ace Hardware, Baker Manufacturing, Landmark Services, BlueScope Steel, Piggly Wiggly, Symdon Chevrolet, Evansville Ford, DeLong Company, Rock ‘n Rollz, Evansville Oil Pros, Harvard Corporation, Roger Roth CPA, Pete’s Inn, Agrecol, Evansville Realty, Evansville Veterinary Service, Litewire, All ‘n One, Goodspeed’s Gas ‘n Go, Night Owl, Mosher Insurance Agency, Romano’s, and Deo Gloria.

Other existing businesses were purchased by new owners:  Blue Devil Bowl, Main Street Cafe, Sebring Restaurant, Beau Tway American Family Insurance, Sew Many Threads, Greenwoods State Bank, Maple Grove Family Dental, Grams Insurance, and Roethe Krohn Roethe LLC.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Local developers also made investments in the last nine years, including Morning Berg, Dysis II, and Farnsworths.

In 2006 and through 2007, the City worked many hundreds of hours on two projects expected to bring more that $100 million of investment into Evansville, the soy biodiesel facility and the soybean crushing plant.  These prospective businesses were vetted by the state and awarded millions of dollars in grants.  Shifting economic winds stalled these endeavors.  I have no regrets working hard for and supporting both of these projects.

The SWAG vision was intriguing to all who heard about it.  For four years SWAG worked with a number of consultants on business concept development and fundraising.  For two years they worked closely with the Madison Region Economic Partnership, conferring with their expert economic development resources and extensive state and industry contacts.  SWAG made presentations to state and county governmental bodies and representatives, trade organizations, and businesses, explaining their $30 million plan.  Unfortunately, their efforts did not result in any six- or seven-figure lead investors or one solid commitment of a business on the SWAG campus.

The City of Evansville was asked to be the major investor in this private endeavor.  The SWAG ask was $5.5 million plus other unspecified tax incentives and costly service subsidies.  Evansville city government took seriously its fiduciary responsibility and did not risk millions of scarce city taxpayer dollars on a project predicated on “if you build it they will come.” Community disappointment is certainly understandable, but clear-headed, objective decision-making was necessary.  The City will meet with the new landowner to discuss potential future development plans. 

City technical staff have been working for months with a Minneapolis developer to locate a Shopko Hometown on Brown School Road.  Shopko corporate officials are currently studying updated marketing projections.  We are hopeful that this project will move forward.  Groundbreaking was originally planned for this spring.


I encourage you to look over this information.  There has been strong and sustained business activity in Evansville in the last nine years.  And during this period, the U.S. experienced a severe recession that caused a lengthy spike in unemployment and disappearance of business loans.  At a League of Wisconsin Municipalities meeting I attended last Friday, there was discussion of severe community economic impacts of the recession lasting at least four years in most cities and villages.  Evansville has remained an excellent place to start and grow a business despite the long recession.

Residents that believe that our city is anti-business are misinformed.  The facts show otherwise.

Community Announcements

On Thursday, January 29, at 6 p.m. at Creekside Place, 102 Maple Street, the Book to Movie Club will watch and discuss “The Secret Life of Bees” by Sue Monk Kidd.  Books are available at Eager Free Public Library, 39 West Main Street.

The Friends of Eager Free Public Library will hold their Winter Gently Used Book sale on Friday, February 6, from 5 to 8 p.m., and Saturday, February 7, from 9 a.m. to 2 p.m. at the Grange Mall, 25 West Main Street. 

The City of Evansville has received a grant of $2,498.50 from the Robert J. Antes Leota Park Fund, a component of the Community Foundation of Southern Wisconsin, Inc., for purchase and installation of four off-the-grid solar light tubes at the Henneberry Shelter on Antes Drive in Leonard-Leota Park.  The historic shelter will be greatly enhanced by the improved lighting.

The Robert J. Antes Leota Park Fund is a resource for improvements to Leonard-Leota Park, listed on the National Register of Historic Places as a historic district by the National Park Service in 2012.  Previous projects supported by the Fund include restoration of the Antes Cabin and installation of the disc golf course.

Community Thanks

Evansville thanks the Kopecky family for hosting a fundraiser for the Badger Honor Flight Program in conjunction with the Piggly Wiggly holiday party.  It was an enjoyable evening benefitting a worthy cause.  We also thank Sandi Spanton Nelson and her family for their assistance with the evening.
