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July is typically the hottest month of the year in the United States, but this just passed July was the hottest month ever recorded according to TIME magazine and numerous other reputable news reporting agencies and publications.  According to these reports, this is not someone’s opinion or propaganda to argue for global warming – but rather the temperature claim is based on actual documented temperature recordings.  The July news for North Carolina has been dominated by the weather and the sizzling heat.  On a global prospective, the news was filled with Brexit, markets reaction, the implications for the United States, wild fires, floods, violence by and against law enforcement in our streets.


The surprising, startling decision for Britain to leave the European Union sent markets tumbling across Europe, Asia and the United States.  The change of predicted economic policy created uncertainty on the global economy forcing panicky investors to reassess economic strategies.  The resulting flight to more traditionally safe investment harbors embracing bonds and gold forced U.S. Treasury rates down, a decline that continues as economic advisors and predictors reassess new investment options.

We as Americans are literally scratching our heads wondering why all the worldwide fuss about a break-up in the European Union and just exactly what is the European Union?  The European Union was established by its leaders like Winston Churchill who sought to bind their countries economically modeled after the United States and initially called the United States of Europe.  The EU has dramatically altered how and where Europeans live and work creating the free movement of goods, services, people and money.  Despite the early influence of Englishman, Winston Churchill in forming the Union, it was France that became the major player in forging the European Union.

In assuming the dramatic and emotional impact of the break-up, imagine, if you will, a trip to South Carolina requiring passports, a different currency and adjusting to different rules, regulations and a strange culture.  Those were the obstacles pre-union travelers faced in crossing borders.
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The stock markets have already taken a beating after the surprising vote to exit the Union, but the Brexit effect on real estate globally and even home mortgages in America are now in evidence.  The Federal Reserve has referenced the vote as a risk factor affecting its decision to withdraw plans to increase interest rates.

London has long been a global banking center, but already major U.S. banks are pulling employees out of London saying leaving the E.U. makes London a less advantageous place to do business.  Citigroup is moving 2,000 employees out of London and Bank of America has targeted 1,365 for removal.   


Predictions and hints from the Federal Reserve of a planned rate hike have dissipated, probably for 2016.  


All of this economic reaction, turmoil and chaos despite no actions for the formal withdrawal has not yet occurred and may, in fact, be delayed past 2017 for commencing negotiations for withdrawal.


These global economic impacting events remind us yet again we cannot forever remain impervious to the facts that the world around us changes every second that passes.  


As unanticipated global economic events send tremors and shocks to financial markets, a trend toward urbanization continues to escalate, further eroding population, jobs and economic opportunities in rural regions and communities.  These trends are not indigenous to North Carolina, but are a growing National and even global trend.


Changes in manufacturing job skills, employment centers and focus; production changes and technology in agriculture and the rise of global markets are powerful, some say irreversible trends; but rural Eastern North Carolina is not without assets and opportunities capable of reversing harmful negative economic trends.


Michael Walden, a William Neal Reynolds Distinguished Professor at N.C. State University and celebrated economist in a recent article wrote:  “The urban/rural divide in North Carolina is not new, but it appears to have widened.  It’s perhaps the greatest economic challenge facing our state.”


In a follow-up article published by TRIANGLE BUSINESS JOURNAL, Economist Walden continued the rural/urban divide discussions:  


“What’s causing these problems?  There are three dominate forces I see today.  They are education, technology and globalization.  Each has had an individual impact, but together – I’ll argue – they are changing our economy in the most meaningful way in a century.”


North Carolina’s farmers are among the most productive in the world.  In order to remain competitive; however, farmers must be prepared to participate in a high risk, rapidly changing global market.  

Our rich fertile land with vast open spaces and a workforce population experienced and attuned to agricultural pursuits continues to lead our State as an economic accelerator with an annual economic impact exceeding $  73 billion.  A frequent repeated number that Dr. Chris Daubert, NCSU, says is now approaching $  79 billion.  As impressive as those numbers are, it is capable of much more by utilizing new products developed by research and new technologies. 


Forecasters of economic trends and demographic sociologists tell us that by the year 2050, we must grow a minimum of double the current production of food volume to feed the population.


We are blessed in our State with an abundance of agricultural research Universities and Institutions that assure us Eastern North Carolina is capable of meeting that need utilizing the new technologies emerging from research within our University system.


Every industry has innovators – thinkers and researchers who introduce new ideas, methods and products – some disrupt, displace existing markets with new technology and enhanced efficiencies – others create new industries and jobs.


In every aspect of our economic planning, we are always looking for a better, faster, more efficient way to do things; to save time, cut costs, improve technologies and maximize efficiency, while at the same time, adjusting to an ever changing world.  The strategies and products of yesterday will not sustain us into tomorrow.

Although agriculture is the primary economic accelerator in rural Eastern North Carolina, and should continue to be a focus for expansion and new technologies, it is certainly not the only asset present with economic impact and significant capacity for expansion.
A diverse geography blessed with nature’s beauty and clean beaches, it is a natural for a bulging tourism trade.  The economic impact of tourism in our region continues to be a growing industry that can only be enhanced by a network of transportation improvements.  Again a product and result of safer, less congested freeways and more importantly an Interstate through the heart of the region.   

A third, but no less important economic asset in our region, is the military installations that provide jobs – both for military personnel, and a large civilian support work force.  An additional contributor to the actual and potential economic impact are well trained, highly disciplined workers that have been trained by the military for special skills in high tech industries, that are the jobs of tomorrow and are choosing to remain in our region after retirement in order to enjoy the favorable climate and natural beauty of the region. 

The folks in Wayne County and Craven County can and do have a great appreciation for the military presence in their Counties, but all of Eastern North Carolina and even all of North Carolina benefits.

However, it is an asset we cannot take for granted.  Sequestration is a routine fact of life and North Carolina must again prove to Congress and military leaders that North Carolina is “military friendly.”  Retired Colonel Frank Bottorff has in two recent presentations reminded us of deficiencies and lingering traffic congestion issues plaguing military operations; particularly the base 
at Cherry Point.  Again the importance and significance of transportation improvements along U.S. 70 are cited.  The 40-year battle to provide safer, less-congested access to and from the base via the Havelock Bypass are still obstacles to be confronted and conquered.  The Slocum Gate Road project is a small step in the right direction and hopefully will be viewed in the 2018 sequestration evaluation as an attempt to address military concerns.  However, the commencement of construction of the Havelock Bypass would be the loudest signal we could send to those charged with the responsibility of measuring efficiencies of future operations and the support of our State and local leaders.  As noted in May/June 2016 report; Cherry Point has a $  2 billion annual economic impact in our State and region.  An economic engine we can ill afford to be jeopardized.  
We continue to list the Global TransPark as an important asset in Eastern North Carolina.  An asset that is beginning to fuel economic benefits to our region.  An aerial-centered industrial park created in 1991 has struggled over the years to provide acceptable returns on the large investments made by our State.  For too many years, large potential corporate clients have refuted attempts to market the park because it has been too remote for rail and regional transportation connectivity and the absence of quick access to an interstate highway.  In recent years’ rail access and new highway access corridors have improved accessibility.  As more and better transportation has been developed, jobs and growth have escalated.  Spirit is now a resident of GTP and are continuing to add jobs and economic benefits.  The proximity of Future I-42 and the proposed Kinston Bypass will give GTP resources it needs to be successful.

As reported in May/June 2016 report, our ports at Morehead and Wilmington are experiencing traffic and revenue growth.  The General Assembly commitment to annual dredging appropriations is showing promise for more growth and revenue for these invaluable assets.  As our friend and logistics expert, Charles Edwards, continues to tell us, logistics has become a considerable expense for producers and consumers of product – both imports and exports.  With the completion of the expansion of the Panama Canal last month, shipping is becoming more important and a less expensive alternative for global logistics.  The Intermodal Rail Hub planned for Rocky Mount is an added benefit and opportunity for rail and shipping in Eastern North Carolina.

The Wilmington Port has access to Interstate 40 connecting the port, rail and highway transportation to population centers moving goods and people throughout North Carolina and the world.

The Port at Morehead City, a deep water port with easy access to global shipping opportunities lacks the favored highway transportation link.  Logistics experts report approximately 92% of our agricultural products now travel by truck mandating better highway connectivity to this port for moving agriculture products across the region and most significantly to the port for global exports.  
The deep water Morehead City Port is located just four miles from the Atlantic Ocean and has been improved with a dry-bulk facility with a 225,000-ton capacity warehouse plus a 177,000 square-foot warehouse to house high-value commodities such as paper, steel and lumber.

More than 60 years ago, then President Dwight D. Eisenhower initiated the construction of the greatest, most impactful infrastructure project in our Nation’s history with the Interstate System.  The stated purpose of the Interstate Highway System was three-fold:  improved traffic 
safety, reduce travel times and improve the nation’s economic productivity.  In evaluating the system’s impact, it was successful in achieving all three purposes and mission:  Our cities have been dramatically altered, the patterns of development have been influenced in a positive fashion and 

the relationship between the once predominant rural farm population and neighboring cities and towns has greatly reduced rural isolation and quality of life.

Our own State is witness to the impact and altered patterns of development and commerce envisioned by advocates for the system more than 60 years ago.  Interstate 95 traveling north to south brought a ribbon of commerce that breathed new life into small, sleepy towns and invited travelers from major metropolitan population centers to travel our southern region and to deliver goods and products from rural farm communities to population center consumers.  Although now worn and too congested I-95 was/is a success.  And more recent for North Carolina is I-40.  A port city in decline has been revitalized by its connectivity to the Interstate.

It is our belief and conviction Interstate 42 will do for many of our small Eastern North Carolina Towns, now in decline what I-40 has done for Clayton, Garner and Wilmington, to name a few.

These five major assets that we have identified:  Agriculture, Tourism, Military, Global Transpark, Ports & Rail provide opportunities that, in most instances, have not been fully capitalized.  But in an increasingly competitive world, we must as a people adapt to the changes that are constant and rapid and exert great effort to maximize the benefits of our many assets.

We have as a community of advocates and supporters identified U.S. 70 as a road of opportunity for rural Eastern North Carolina and its connectivity and sensitivity to all of our major assets.

Although it is our belief an interstate coursing through the heart of our region will place us on the global map, we must accept the realities that dotting the landscape with a large number of major employment and economic industrial accelerators is unlikely.  It is more likely that this new connectivity infrastructure will provide another link among ourselves tying all of our assets into a common facilitator that enables logistics efficiencies and fosters smaller home-grown entrepreneurial enterprises.  The basic premise of current economic development theory is the necessity of entrepreneurship, although economic statistics give evidence that the United States is becoming less entrepreneurial.  There are far fewer business startups than a few decades ago and new startups are failing in greater numbers than ever before.  Although there are far less locally grown entrepreneurships, the interest and preference for self-employment is increasing.  According to recent studies, 16 percent of millennials expressed their American Dream as self-employment.  That number has now increased to 26 percent among Generation X.  The reasons for this failure phenomenon are a common topic among economic theorists, most agreeing the persistent inconsistencies in our financial markets is a major factor.  It is more difficult than ever for small business and startups to secure bank loans and lines of credit.
In our State, the merger of small community banks coupled with the absence of the formation of new banks discourage entrepreneurship, a concern recently expressed by North Carolina Commissioner of Banks, Ray Grace.

An economic development policy centered on home-grown entrepreneurship is another tool our region should be utilizing in our search for a revived economic region.  But it is dependent upon our ability to attract capital.

As noted above in this report, new research continues to provide the region with new crops and agriculture technology, improving efficiencies and opportunities to boost a region favorable for agricultural pursuits.


We must partner with all of the agencies, corporations and entrepreneurs that are now active in identifying the challenges and opportunities of rural North Carolina:  The Rural Center, the North Carolina Biotechnology Center, the North Carolina Department of Commerce’s Rural division, the North Carolina Chamber of Commerce rural initiative and most recent, the Agtech Accelerator.  The Agtech Accelerator, a new start-up focused on emerging agricultural technologies has already attracted interest from major bioscience corporations and North Carolina based Venture Capitalists.


Our major focus has been the development and infrastructure improvement of U.S. Highway 70, but we must recognize, it is only one tool and a piece of a larger puzzle that must be joined by many other tools and partners if we are going to reverse the National trend of a declining rural community and population.


Admittedly, our agenda and plan to “buck” a National trend and reverse the rural vs urban divide will not be easy nor quick, but is “doable” by expanding and promoting the many and varied assets that exist here – now.


We have to be mentally agile in adapting our opinions, plans and efforts based on new information and technology, we cannot continue to be so mired in our history of tobacco and textiles because they are our history and tradition and our comfort zone.


We must and will continue pursuit of our agenda that will become Interstate 42 and hopefully short-circuit the 25-year requirement by more than half.  


But as we continue to diligently pursue the U.S. 70 Corridor Commission agenda, we will expand our agenda by collaborating with government, business, education, capitalists, entrepreneurs and all of our asset leadership and rural community partners and advocates utilizing every tool available.


I ask for your commitment and assistance in joining our assets and rural partners as we continue to revitalize economic opportunity in Eastern North Carolina.


There are two challenges that must be addressed and conquered:

First, the Courts and the General Assembly have voided the MAP ACT restrictions.  In retrospect the control of privately owned properties was, in many instances, too long and an imposition on private property rights in our State.  The purpose of the MAP ACT (to reduce land acquisition costs) represented a potential long-term benefit for tax payers, but an unfair 

penalty for private property owners – just a personal opinion.
It is incumbent upon elected leaders, planning and zoning officials to protect the integrity of this strategic corridor.

As Division 4 DOT Engineer, Tim Little, reminded us we have all agreed to support improving regional mobility and safety along the Corridor and preserve the opportunity to build a Freeway/Interstate in the long term.


In the absence of the restrictive MAP ACT, elected leaders of local governments must adopt and support regulating tools, including zoning ordinances, subdivision ordinances, unified land development codes and engineering design standards to protect the corridor.


And second, we must convince our constituency to submit to short-term inconveniences in order to maximize long-term gain and opportunity.


Rallying and uniting our rural partners in this effort is necessary for future success.  I am hopeful we can schedule and meet with all of our common needs and supporter partners.


Thank you for your continued, persistent efforts to dismantle the rural degradation and decline. 




US 70 Corridor Commission 
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