Investing in Our
Future

Background & Introduction
The Cherokee County Economic Development Advisory Committee was created by Cherokee
County Resolution No. 7-2013, adopted on March 25, 2013 by the County Commission.
The Committee was tasked with meeting, exploring, and creating solutions for economic
development throughout Cherokee County.
In April 2013, the County Commission appointed members of the Advisory Committee and
engaged Smart Solutions Group to work with committee members to develop a business plan
to guide the organization. The plan, adopted in August 2013, identified six primary outcomes
for economic development in the county.

County Economic Development Outcomes
1. Economic Development will become a greater priority in Cherokee
County and a new organization will be started and staffed that will be
responsible for county wide economic development efforts working
closely with the local communities.
2. The new organization will maintain regular contact with, and work
closely with existing business.
3. The organization will prioritize the infrastructure that will be needed to
assist and attract business growth.
4. The organization will identify key target businesses that present the
best opportunity for growth in the county.
5. The organization will develop an aggressive marketing plan for both
internal and external customers.
6. The organization will work to create and improve the business
and community backbone needed to grow the tourism industry in
Cherokee County.
The County Commission also authorized funding to allow the Committee to begin working
toward these outcomes. These funds made the accomplishments outlined on the following
pages possible and continue to sustain the organization today.

Activities & Accomplishments (2013-2016)
Outcome #1 - Organization:
•

Hired an Executive Director (November 2013).

•

Formed an Economic Development Corporation and received 501(c)(6) designation from
the IRS (February 2014).

Outcome #2 - Business Retention & Expansion:
•

Visited and completed a comprehensive business survey with 43 major employers in
late 2014 & 2015 as part of a Business Retention & Expansion effort. The survey allowed
us to learn more about all aspects of these businesses as well as the concerns, problems,
or opportunities they are facing. Many of these initial visits led to follow-up requests for
assistance (see two examples below).

Groundbreaking for ATEC Steel Office Addition – June 26, 2015
•

Prepared & submitted an application for a KDOT Economic Development grant to widen
5th Street in Baxter Springs to benefit ATEC Steel and neighboring businesses. KDOT
granted the county $785,000 toward the $1.1 million project. The guarantee of roadway
improvements facilitated ATEC investing $2 million in a 10,000 square foot office addition,
new equipment, and other improvements. The company also expects to add up to 30 new
jobs.

Outcome #2 - Business Retention & Expansion (Cont.):
•

Responded to a request from Calibrated Forms for assistance in securing the Folder
Express plant in Columbus. Provided data on the regional workforce, connected company
representatives with the Kansas Department of Commerce and City of Columbus, and
provided other information and assistance to facilitate Ennis’ decision. The relocation
of Folder Express to Columbus represents up to 85 new jobs and $6.5 million in capital
investment.

•

Provided information & resources in response to other requests from local businesses and
aspiring entrepreneurs. These requests varied but included questions about exporting,
property tax abatements, business licenses/tax identification numbers, writing a business
plan, financing start-up/expansion, and marketing/branding.

•

Actively participated in the county’s Certified Work Ready Community initiative helping to
recruit supporting employers, establish a WorkKeys testing site at Coffeyville Community
College – Columbus Technical Campus, and otherwise achieve our certification goals.
Cherokee County became the first ACT Certified Work Ready Community in Kansas in
February 2016 and is one of only 99 counties certified nationwide.

Certified Work Ready Kick-Off Event – September 16, 2014
•

Facilitated meetings between Kansas Global Trade Services and three Cherokee County
manufacturers interested in growing exports (January 2015).

•

Launched a bi-weekly Job Blast in November 2015. The Job Blast is distributed via email
and shared on social media (at times reaching 10,000+ views on Facebook). Twenty-four
(24) employers have advertised openings to date and several have reported that they have
received quality candidates from their posting in the Job Blast.

Outcome #3 - Infrastructure:
•

Collected & maintained information on available buildings and properties in the county
suitable for business development. Buildings and sites suitable for industrial and/or other
larger projects are maintained on Location One, a website designed to help site selectors
identify properties.

Outcome #4 – Targeted Business Attraction
•

Engaged Brand Acceleration to conduct a target industry analysis. Industries identified
were: Agriculture & Food, Distribution, Manufacturing, Tourism, and Healthcare. Our
website features these target industries.

•

Submitted Cherokee County buildings & properties in response to site selector inquiries.
One or more buildings and/or properties in the county have been submitted for 13
projects. As a result, we have hosted a company considering relocating to Cherokee
County from the Chicago area and expect them to visit the county again soon. This
relocation would bring at least 30 jobs.

•

Promoted Cherokee County to site selectors in the Chicago area and called on a prospect
(see above) while attending the Private Label Manufacturers Show with the Joplin
Regional Partnership (2014 & 2015).

•

Identified Entrepreneurship as an additional target.

•

Applied for and received Entrepreneurship Community (E-Community) designation from
NetWork Kansas in 2014. Cherokee County is one of 55 E-Communities in the State of
Kansas.

•

Developed an E-Community revolving loan fund of $74,000 by selling Entrepreneurship
Tax Credits allocated to Cherokee County by NetWork Kansas. This loan fund is available
to help new and expanding businesses in the county with that last amount of capital they
need to start or grow.

•

The sale of Entrepreneurship Tax Credits also generated $9,200 to help promote
entrepreneurship in the county. These funds helped cover the cost of the Ice House
Entrepreneurship Program (see more on this below).

•

Held the first-ever Cherokee County Youth Entrepreneur Fair on February 25, 2015 with 35
students from three districts participating (Baxter Springs, Columbus, & Southeast). Prizes
totaling $3,325 were awarded ($2,350 from business sponsors).

•

A second annual County Youth Entrepreneur Fair was held on February 24, 2016. Thirtyfour (34) students from four districts (Baxter Springs, Columbus, Riverton, & Southeast)
competed for $4,010 in prizes provided by local businesses. The top two finishers will
continue on to the Kansas Entrepreneurship Challenge in April 2016 at Kansas State
University.

Economic Development Director Janet Miller, 2016 First Prize Winners
Camrin Sellers & Katey Freeman from Southeast High School, and First
Prize Sponsor Mark Turnbull with the Joplin Regional Partnership

Outcome #4 – Targeted Business Attraction (Cont.):
•

Hosted the Southeast Kansas Youth Entrepreneurship Challenge on April 29, 2015. Five
students from the Cherokee County Youth Entrepreneur Fair continued on to this regional
competition.

•

Invited by NetWork Kansas to share our Youth Entrepreneur Fair expertise with other
E-Communities across the state via a conference call in November 2015.

•

Offered the Ice House Entrepreneurship Program, an 8-week course to help participants
learn to think more entrepreneurially. The course got underway on March 1, 2016 with 21
participants. Crossland Construction and Walmart provided $1,500 to help cover the cost
of the program.

•

Engaged in the E-Accelerator process in which we are developing and implementing
strategies to assist local businesses. To date, we have put together a list of more than 650
businesses in Cherokee County, categorized these businesses, and identified “priority”
categories. We are currently in the process of surveying the 50+ businesses in these
“priority” categories to determine our strategy moving forward.

Outcome #5 - Marketing:
•

Established a Cherokee County Economic Development website (www.
cherokeecountykansas.com) and social media presence (@CherokeeCoKS on Twitter and
Cherokee County, Kansas on Facebook). (September 2014)

•

Created a monthly email newsletter to keep the public better informed of our activities
(February 2015).

Outcome #6 - Tourism:
•

Maintained listings for more than 75 county businesses & attractions on TravelKS.com.

•

Hosted Cherokee County Tourism Roundtables in June 2015, September 2015, and
February 2016 with plans to continue meeting quarterly. The Roundtable was created to
allow an opportunity for people from across the county to keep each other informed of
activities and events that might be of interest to tourists and to discuss areas of common
interest. Gatherings have been well attended (June – 17 participants, Sept. – 10, & Feb. –
12) and each has included representation from across the county.

•

Secured a lobbyist to support amending the Kansas Expanded Lottery Act lowering
the investment level required for the construction of a Southeast Kansas Casino and
supported Castle Rock Casino Resort’s proposal for a Cherokee County casino.

Other Activities/Accomplishments:
•

Researched grants utilizing eCivis in response to requests from cities & organizations.
Provided economic data and wrote letters of support for cities and organizations
submitting applications.

•

Participated in meetings and other activities of the: Baxter Springs Chamber of Commerce
(board member), Baxter Springs Economic Development Committee, Columbus Chamber
of Commerce (board member), Columbus Economic Development Corporation (board
member), Historic Route 66 Byway Committee (committee member), Galena Economic
Development Committee, Kansas Economic Development Alliance, Kansas Historic Route
66 Association, SEK Inc., Joplin Regional Partnership, Highway 69 Association, and Project
17.

•

Supported the legislature’s expansion of the Rural Opportunity Zone Program in 2014 to
include Cherokee County and, after passage, promoted the program to individuals and
employers. Followed up with more than 30 individuals expressing interest in relocating to
the county through the program website.

•

Following the Baxter Springs tornado in April 2014, we advertised those Baxter Springs
businesses that were unaffected by the storm and co-hosted an informational meeting for
impacted businesses.

Other Activities/Accomplishments (Cont.):
•

Hosted a town hall meeting regarding the proposed landfill at Highway 69A & Lostine Road (July
2014).

•

Successfully applied to the Kansas Department of Commerce for a website scholarship
($225 value) on behalf of the City of Galena (September 2014).

•

Handled arrangements for Governor Brownback’s Small Business Roundtable in Baxter
Springs (April 2015).

•

Invited by Crawford County to share lessons learned establishing a countywide economic
development effort (September 2015).

•

Presented a 3-hour session on Economic Development to Columbus High School
Juniors in the Chamber’s Junior Leadership Class (2014, 2015, & 2016) & discussed
entrepreneurship as a career option at Career Day at Baxter Springs High School (March
2015).

Brian Hight, owner of Magnolia Scents by Design in Independence, KS and
Greenville, SC, shares his entrepreneurial experience with participants in the
Ice House Entrepreneurship Program.

The Year Ahead
Outcome #1 - Organization:
•

Broaden base of financial support to include additional public & private donors.

Outcome #2 - Business Retention & Expansion:
•

Maintain list of businesses in the county.

•

Expand Business Retention & Expansion Program with visits to at least 24 additional firms
and follow-up on a regular basis.

•

Respond to requests for assistance from businesses.

•

Continue work on the Certified Work Ready Communities initiative in an effort to increase
awareness of the initiative among employers and jobseekers, grow the number of
jobseekers and students earning the National Career Readiness Certificate (NCRC), and
grow the number of employers recommending or requiring the NCRC as part of their
hiring process.

•

Produce bi-weekly Job Blast and work to increase awareness among businesses hiring and
jobseekers.

Outcome #3 - Infrastructure:
•

Maintain list of available buildings and sites in the county suitable for business
development.

•

Work to ensure sites with the potential for development have the necessary infrastructure
and are ready to develop.

Outcome #4 – Targeted Business Attraction:
•

Submit buildings and sites in response to project leads and inquiries.

•

Stay in contact with existing prospects.

•

Promote the E-Community Loan Fund to increase awareness that it is available to help
new and expanding businesses in the county.

•

Finish surveying businesses prioritized in the E-Accelerator process. Based on survey
results, develop and implement strategies to assist these and other local businesses.

•

Explore opportunities to provide additional entrepreneurial and business training in the
county.

•

Put on the 2017 Cherokee County Youth Entrepreneur Fair.

Outcome #5 - Marketing:
•

Maintain organizational website and social media presence.

•

Continue producing our monthly email newsletter.

Outcome #6 - Tourism:
•

Organize quarterly Tourism Roundtables open to anyone with an interest in boosting the
number of visitors to Cherokee County. Work to increase awareness of and participation in
the gatherings.

•

Maintain listings for Cherokee County businesses and attractions on TravelKS.com

•

Develop a plan to market the County as a tourist destination and a budget to do so.

•

Establish and maintain an online calendar of events in the county that are of interest to
tourists.

•

Create a social media presence to promote tourism in the county.

Other Activities:
•

Provide data and support for communities and organizations submitting grant
applications.

•

Continue involvement with Chambers and other organizations (local, regional, state, and
national) with shared goals.

•

Watch for and take advantage of other opportunities to enhance the county’s
infrastructure, workforce, and/or other factors critical for economic development.

Conclusion

The Cherokee County Economic Development Corporation has made tremendous progress
in just a few years. However, economic development is a long-term effort, and a sustained
commitment will be needed if we are to develop and maintain the ability to retain and attract
people, businesses, and investment in the county. This will require support and leadership
from the county, cities, businesses, and other stakeholders. We invite you to join us as a
member to help continue this important work and ensure a bright economic future for
current and future Cherokee County residents.
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