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Project Approach
The project approach to develop the economic and community development strategic plan includes:

Conduct
Conduct research to
understand trends, issues,
opportunities.

Engagement
Community engagement
& communication

Assimilate
Assimilate and review,
analyze trends,
benchmarking & research.
Where we are today.

Review
Review of previous
initiatives; assess
progress to date.

Present

Develop & Identify

Target Focus

Present final plan &
metrics to One ValdostaLowndes Steering
Committee.

Develop & identify
strategies, business sectors
& tactics as appropriate.

Present initial findings,
themes & opportunities;
gather feedback.

Gathering Input
Listening to Business Decision Makers, Community Leaders & Stakeholders

Meetings with nearly 80 individuals and
stakeholder groups:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Steering Committee Members
County Officials
City Officials
Existing Industry
Economic Developers
Chamber Leadership
Higher Education Leaders
Faith-Based Leaders
K-12 Education Officials
Non-Profit Community
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Online Survey Results
The online survey is not statistically accurate but rather augments the in-person interviews.

Themes in many of the comments submitted included topics of:
• Racial equality and inclusion;
• The need for higher-paying jobs that provide upward mobility; and
• Improved quality of place assets such as parks, bike trails and more diverse
entertainment options for residents of all ages.

• Respondents are looking for a broad group of people to engage in the
implementation of the plan.

Demographics of the 629 respondents include:
• 70 percent identified themselves as White/Caucasian, while 17.27 percent
identified themselves as Black/African-American and 9 percent chose not to
answer.
• A majority of those taking the survey were between the ages of 45-59 – at 40
percent.
• 77 percent have earned a bachelor’s degree or higher
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Online Survey Results
Looking ahead over the next five years.

Question 1: Over the next five years, for Valdosta-Lowndes County to make positive strides in
economic and community development, what do you think is most important? (Rank in order with 1 being the
most important)

Choices
Work with business and industry to increase local opportunity for a variety of jobs
Align education and training to help individuals be prepared for good jobs
Create a business climate that supports and sustains business growth in all parts of the
city & county
Support entrepreneurialism and business formation efforts
Create common spaces (parks, trails, etc.) and activities that appeal to families, young
people and enhance quality of place
Support activities that foster vibrant downtowns
Work with communities to determine how each wants to grow in the future (no one-sizefits-all approach)

Score
5.11
5.1
4.76
3.86
3.37
3.02
2.77
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Online Survey Results
Greatest strengths in the community.

Question 2: What do you see as the community’s greatest strengths in attracting new businesses
and residents? (Rank based on weakness vs. strength for the community)
Choices
Military presence
Opportunities for higher education
Connectivity – location, traffic and roadways
Affordability
Education (public and private)
Affordable housing
Quality of life
Opportunities for job training
Parks and recreation facilities
Existing industry
Ease of doing business
Support of entrepreneurs and small business
Workforce talents
Leisure and entertainment options

Weakness
1.45%
2.08%
11.58%
5.93%
6.42%
10.84%
9.19%
7.10%
19.13%
13.03%
18.99%
11.13%
18.71%
35.85%

Not a Strength
4.99%
7.37%
22.99%
16.99%
24.72%
22.82%
22.90%
37.26%
34.89%
38.60%
31.98%
39.68%
42.58%
38.10%

Strength
42.67%
58.17%
46.62%
58.49%
52.97%
51.62%
54.68%
44.35%
38.42%
41.21%
42.86%
43.71%
34.19%
21.54%

Substantial strength
50.89%
32.37%
18.81%
18.59%
15.89%
14.72%
13.23%
11.29%
7.56%
7.17%
6.17%
5.48%
4.52%
4.50%
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Online Survey Results
How to retain talent.

Question 3: In a number of interviews with community leaders and organizations, the issue of
retaining talent – notably college graduates and young professionals - was an issue of concern.
What do you believe are the biggest challenges to retaining that talent?
Most respondents felt that the lack of jobs with upward mobility was the biggest challenge to retaining talent.
• “If you're not ‘from here,’ it is hard to break into a new business and move up... families and friends rule the ‘good ole boy’
system.”
• “As a recent college graduate looking to move out of Valdosta, I find little opportunity to use my degree and attain a pay that
justifies my student debt. It's hard to get jobs if you don't know the right person for the ones that do have that.”
• “See the studies, where youth are moving to the main hub cities in order to make a livable wage. Many counties in Georgia are
declining, Valdosta has some momentum, but needs focus.”
Choices

Lack of jobs with upward mobility
Lack of entertainment options that appeal to young people
Lack of awareness of what the community has to offer
Lack of support for recent graduates / young people to start their own businesses
Other (please specify)

Responses
81.40%
57.07%
33.39%
28.62%
16.22%
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Online Survey Results
What businesses and industry are desired.

Question 4: What type of businesses and industry do you want to see in the Valdosta-Lowndes
Community? (Check all that apply)
Most respondents wished to see home-grown/local entrepreneurial businesses and advanced manufacturing.
• “More technological jobs to keep STEM graduates here instead of going to Atlanta for better jobs.”
• “All of the above and see what fits/works best for Valdosta. Something to be known for other than VSU and Moody even
though VSU and Moody are great.”
• “Valdosta is large enough to support all jobs. We could be the capitol of South Georgia if people cared.”
Answer Choices
Advanced Manufacturing/Light industry
Home-grown/local entrepreneurial businesses
Service providers (medical, financial, higher education, etc.)
Healthcare
Retail
Distribution/warehousing operations
Heavy Industry
Back-office type operations (call centers, accounting, financial services, etc.)
Other (please specify)

Responses
65.34%
65.82%
57.07%
50.24%
50.24%
47.06%
30.21%
28.46%
13.67%
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Online Survey Results
Barriers currently impeding growth.

Question 5: What barriers do you see that currently impede growth for the community?
The biggest barriers for growth indicated in the responses were lack of entertainment/recreation opportunities, lack of
shared vision, and local governments not working together. Crime and safety, access to technical education, and
quality of schools were indicated to be the smallest barriers to growth in the community.
Choices
Lack of entertainment / recreation opportunities
Lack of shared vision
Local governments not working together
Lack of workforce/Lack of trained workforce
Lack of access to capital for small businesses and start-ups
Restrictive regulatory environment
Lack of workforce training programs
Infrastructure
Concerns about progress impacting the current quality of life
Quality of life issues
Crime and personal safety
Education/Quality of schools
Access to technical education

Substantial barrier
52.24%
50.96%
50.00%
40.03%
33.82%
28.69%
26.86%
25.81%
25.73%
23.10%
19.45%
18.97%
7.94%

Slight barrier
37.54%
42.44%
37.50%
47.91%
51.47%
47.54%
49.35%
56.33%
44.82%
53.96%
44.57%
45.02%
25.93%

Not a barrier
10.22%
6.59%
12.50%
12.06%
14.71%
23.77%
23.79%
17.86%
29.45%
22.94%
35.98%
36.01%
66.13%
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Online Survey Results
Top goals and strategies.

Question 6: What should be the region’s top measurable goals or strategies for economic and
community development? (What would the community like to achieve?) Please select up to five
strategies.
The respondents indicated that the top measurable goals for economic and community development should be
supporting ongoing academic and skills improvement in public school systems and diversifying the economic tax base
leading to the creation of new jobs and increased per capita income.
Answer Choices
Support ongoing academic and skills improvement in public school systems, both city and county
Diversify the economic base leading to the creation of new jobs and increased per capita income
Encourage the growth of existing businesses and industries
Create a common vision and strategies for community growth across the cities and county
Improve the quality of life and community amenities such as livability and recreation
Increase and enhance job skills, particularly technical skills, of local workforce
Encourage downtown revitalization
Create a strong entrepreneurial climate
Create programs and opportunities that focus on safety and wellness

Responses
70.11%
67.57%
56.92%
56.76%
55.64%
53.90%
43.08%
35.93%
19.24%
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Online Survey Results
Who needs to be involved.

Question 7: What key community organizations should be involved in the creation and
implementation of the economic development plan? Check all that apply.
Answer Choices
Small businesses and entrepreneurs

Responses
71.22%

County government

71.07%

Chamber of Commerce

70.11%

Major employers

67.57%

Municipal government

64.55%

Military and support personal

59.62%

Small Business Development Centers

58.19%

Professional groups, i.e.: Young Professionals Associations

57.87%

Main Street or downtown marketing organization

56.12%

Students

48.33%

Civic/Service organizations, i.e. Rotary, Kiwanis

42.77%

Non-profit organizations, i.e., Girls and Boys Clubs, etc.

40.06%

Faith-based groups

37.36%

I want to be involved!

24.48%

Other (please specify)

11.76%

Key Takeaways
Key Takeaways & Themes from Public Engagement

There is a need for a unified vision for the community
• There is no unified community vision for how Valdosta-Lowndes County will grow.
• Valdosta-Lowndes County lacks a common sense of place and identity.
• Even beyond city and county government, residents and stakeholders believe that organizations are not
working together under a mutual mission or vision for the community.
• Despite a host of community assets and logistical advantages, stakeholders believe there is no proactive
thinking and there exists an unwillingness to change.

Economic development is not well understood
• While there is a strong industry employment base, the community as a whole, does not understand
economic development and the benefits a strong economic development organization brings to the
community.
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Key Takeaways
Key Takeaways & Themes from Public Engagement

The community is divided and there is a lack of trust
• There is a lack of trust and consensus throughout the community.
• “There cannot continue to be two Valdostas.”
• “We need to remove the imaginary lines and walls that we have built between us.”
• “On the cusp of change in the community – but they’re talking. Its uncomfortable.”
• Leaders are afraid to address race and socioeconomic tensions because it is uncomfortable, and no one
has all the answers.

The university & technical college are unmatched assets in the community
• There is confidence in the leadership at both Valdosta State and Wiregrass Technical College.

• There are untapped resources and intellectual capital at Valdosta State University and Wiregrass
Technical College that could allow the community to move to the next level in workforce and
community development.
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Key Takeaways
Key Takeaways & Themes from Public Engagement

The community can emerge as a regional leader
• Although Lowndes County is larger than the surrounding counties, the perception is those counties have
found a unified vision to allow growth and an improved quality of life and Valdosta-Lowndes has not.
• “There is opportunity here in Valdosta. If you look at rural South Georgia, Valdosta probably has the best
opportunity of anywhere else.”
• In order to become a regional leader, the community must establish a sense of place that residents can
embrace and enjoy.
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Valdosta-Lowndes At-A-Glance

Understanding the Data
The data behind the community.

15

Benchmarking Community Data
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Benchmarking Industry Data
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SWOT Analysis
A closer look at Valdosta-Lowndes County’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats and how they can be turned
into leverage points for growth.
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SWOT Leverage Points
VisionFirst develops strategies that help leverage or capitalize on each strength or opportunity and to minimize or mitigate
weaknesses and threats. The leverage points help to illustrate the timeliest, most important calls-to-action for the community.
STRENGTH

LEVERAGE POINTS

New community leadership

Define and develop a unified community vision that leverages
assets and unites the community.

Strategic location and existing
employers

Valdosta State University &
Wiregrass Technical College
WEAKNESS
The community does not see
itself as a regional leader
Low wages and higher-thanaverage poverty rate

Promote logistical advantages and existing workforce and capacity
to create increased competitive project interest in the community.
Utilizing the intellectual capital and leadership at both VSU and
Wiregrass, develop strategies to grow, attract and retain talent in
the region.
LEVERAGE POINTS
Recognizing the community’s assets and challenges, seek
partnerships that position the region for greater success – begin
with target issues such as where strengths already exist such as
higher education, healthcare and the airport.
Advocate and support economic development efforts that seek to
diversify the industry base with job opportunities that offer upward
mobility and higher-paid jobs.

TARGET
Education &
Community
Involvement
Economy &
Infrastructure
Education &
Community
Involvement
TARGET

Education &
Community
Involvement
Health, Wellness &
Safety
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SWOT Leverage Points
VisionFirst develops strategies that help leverage or capitalize on each strength or opportunity and to minimize or mitigate
weaknesses and threats. The leverage points help to illustrate the timeliest, most important calls-to-action for the community.
OPPORTUNITIES

LEVERAGE POINTS

TARGET

Improved placemaking,
recreational opportunities
and community activities

Facilitate conversations and forums to determine the
amenities residents want as part of placemaking and enlist
civic support beyond government for implementation.

Livability &
Recreation

Launch, sustain and measure
business formation efforts
THREATS

Create a framework that promotes entrepreneurial
development and business formation efforts.
LEVERAGE POINTS

Economy &
Infrastructure
TARGET

Unwillingness to work
together toward a new
beginning

Create broad, diverse workgroups (committees and
taskforces) to address specific strategies under the direction
of the Steering Committee.

Education &
Community
Involvement

VisionFirst Advisors’
Vibrant Community Platform
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Building Next Steps
How Valdosta-Lowndes County Can Move Forward
WORK WITH THE COMMITTEES TO
IDENTIFY & VALIDATE

IDENTIFY THE COMMUNITY’S
NORTH STAR

OUTLINE TACTICS
& METRICS

DETERMINE A UNIFIED VISION
FOR THE COMMUNITY

DEFINE WHAT ECONOMIC &
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT
MEANS FOR VALDOSTALOWNDES COUNTY

IDENTIFY GOALS WITHIN
THE THEMES OF VISION,
ENGAGEMENT, TALENT,
PLACE & OPPORTUNITY

Questions Moving Forward
Building consensus and unity for the second-half of the project
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Thank You
Contact:

www.visionfirstadvisors.com

gray.swoope@visionfirstadvisors.com

