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 CALIFORNIA BUSINESS MINUTE’S                  

A PRACTITIONER’S PERSPECTIVE
An interview series with business, community, economic

development, workforce and redevelopment professionals in California dedicated to its economic health and well being
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SERVING THE “REAL” NORTHERN CALIFORNIA
Questions & Answers  
Bill Renfroe, Executive Director
Tri-Agency Economic Development Authority
Del Norte County is located at the northwest corner of California on the Pacific adjacent to the State of Oregon. It is rural in nature.  As of the 2010 census, it had a population of 28,610. The county seat is Crescent City, the county's only incorporated city. Del Norte is the abbreviated Spanish nickname for "the land of the north" (la tierra del norte). Despite its Spanish etymology, locals pronounce it more like Portuguese as the official pronunciation of the name is to drop the trailing "e" and simply say "Del Nort."

It clearly is isolated. It is a good six hours drive south to get to Sacramento (which is approximately in the geographic center of the state).  Apparently county residents view Sacramento being in Central California.
However, Bill tells us that the WOW factor of Del Norte County is off the charts!  It has miles of gorgeous coastline beaches of sand and pebbles, stunning ancient redwoods, crystal clear rivers, and world class stream and ocean fishing.

But Del Norte is also known among Bigfoot enthusiasts as the location of the famous Patterson-Gimlin film, as well as being the location of some of the forest scenes used in Star Wars: Return of the Jedi and E.T.
Bill Renfroe is the Executive Director of the Tri-Agency Economic Development Authority. He has graciously provided his insight in understanding the dynamics of the region and the proactive structure of the Authority to coordinate and lead the region’s future.

Questions:

1. How long have you been working in business/economic development?  How long with the current organization?  How long in California?
I have been doing marketing and business development for more than a decade. Most of that time was for a large environmental engineering consulting firm and a couple of small businesses of my own. I have been with the Tri-Agency (Tri-Agency) Economic Development Authority for about two and half years. That is also how long I have been doing economic development in California!

The Tri-Agency is a joint powers authority tasked with representing the economic development interests of the City of Crescent City, the County of Del Norte, and the Crescent City Harbor District. 
Due to our small size it made sense to consolidate all of the economic development activities from each organization into a single entity.

2. What are the current challenges/opportunities facing your community?

Crescent City has the highest frequency of tsunamis of any city in the US. It was struck again in March of this year caused by the Japan earthquake. The tsunami totally destroyed our harbor – formerly home to 104 commercial fishing vessels. The fishermen had to relocate to other harbors in California with a direct loss of over 300 jobs. If you add the secondary jobs losses – fueling, ice, equipment sales, food, etc. it is probably closer to 400 jobs impacted. In a county with less than 29,000 people that is a significant economic impact. 

So rebuilding the harbor is our number one priority. We were just on the edge of having all our permits to rebuild from a lesser tsunami event that occurred in 2006 when this event happened. We received a federal disaster declaration and a state emergency declaration that cleared the way for FEMA and CalEMA funding. The regulatory agencies in general have been helpful and are really trying to expedite things as much as the laws allow but it is a learning curve for all involved.

The harbor aside, we have many of the same issues that other rural ocean communities face; a collapsed timber industry, a declining fishing industry even though we lead the west coast in Dungeness crab production, an increasing reliance on tourism that does not pay high wages and difficulty in attracting businesses that offer family wage jobs are the challenges we face. 

However, we are fortunate to have the headquarters for the Redwoods National Park based in Del Norte.  Additionally, we have completed a newly upgraded wastewater treatment plant that is the most advanced on the coast north of San Francisco. We also have super high speed broadband internet with lots of bandwidth. Our airport is ready for a new terminal – if the FAA funding survives the Washington, DC budget shenanigans. 

Combine these with the harbor re-build and all in all we are well positioned for providing our youth new career opportunities in the near term.

3. What, if any programs, (new or established) are or have you deployed to enhance your community in the effort weather the current economic conditions?

With the help of CDBG funding acquired through the County, we launched a very low interest (1%) micro-enterprise loan program. The program has helped to reinvigorate the entrepreneurial spirit in the community. We have created 5 new jobs and retained 7. In a small community every job counts. As of this article, all the businesses are still in business! 

These micro loans are high risk loans that commercial lenders will not touch. By working closely with our SBDC and educating the aspiring new business owners, we have created a “vetting” process that gives us loan candidates that have a good chance of succeeding in a new business. We are interested in their success and staying in business so we are very flexible regarding the loan terms. Our goal is to help keep them in business so they can keep the jobs and repay their loan. We can then re-lend the money!

4. Is business in your community being impacted by the credit crisis? If so, what if anything are you doing to assist the community with this issue?

The micro enterprise loan program discussed above partially addresses this issue.  New and startup businesses essentially cannot get commercial loans anymore unless they are heavily collateralized. Even then, startup loans are very difficult to obtain. One of the financial institutions in our county announced a few months back that they were abolishing the commercial lending division of their company. More established businesses have seen “signature loans’ and “open ended lines of credit” disappear. Much of the final loan decision making has been pulled back to the home or headquarters offices of the lending institutions so local personal connections with lenders is not as significant. We have not found a good solution to this issue yet.

5. Has your community lost or gained any significant business in the last year? (in excess of $50 million annual payroll or 100 employees)?
Humorously, we only have a handful of businesses that have over 100 employees. Fortunately we have not lost the few we have. Unfortunately, we also have not successfully recruited any new businesses of that size.

6. Has your organization recently completed any significant economic research?  If so, what was the topic of it? And if so what did it tell you and what are your plans in response to the findings?

In conjunction with our Local Transportation Commission, we jointly funded an extensive study utilizing Chico State University to examine county-wide demographics based, in part, on the new census data. The data tells us we are not as bad off as many other counties. Although we are in the bottom third in most categories we are not on the bottom in any category. The data also gives us some hints on those areas where we might want to focus our efforts such as on – education, low income housing assistance, workforce development, etc.

We also participated in a regional “targets of opportunity” study that identified industry clusters that have the highest likelihood of success in our part of the world. That helps us focus on where we want to put our business recruiting efforts. We are focusing on the “targets” of niche manufacturing including broadband internet based businesses, travel and tourism, and healthcare related businesses.
7. What are the future challenges/opportunities facing your community?

Creating family wage jobs is definitely the most substantial challenge of our community. Currently the predominant job sector is government jobs.  Tourism is our highest potential 
short term and long term growth oriented industry. While the tourism industry provides business ownership opportunities most of the jobs are related to the hospitality sector– wait staff, cooks, retail clerks, hotel housekeeping staff, etc. While these are good jobs they are not career type jobs. Recruiting new businesses into the community that offer jobs with a career path is the primary challenge.

The largest opportunity in the community is to use the recently completed infrastructure improvements as the springboard to attracting future businesses. The Harbor rebuild, the awesome internet capacity, the pending new airport terminal and the newly expanded state-of-the-art wastewater treatment plant gives us an edge in the business recruitment world. Continued 
8.    What is your community’s strongest asset(s) and why?

From an economic development aspect, our strongest aspects are our upgraded infrastructure and the natural beauty of the area. Sometimes late bloomers have a bit of an advantage as broadband internet did not arrive until just a few years ago. Consequently, we have some of the fastest service with huge excess capacity (bandwidth) of any coastal community in northern California. Our drinking water has some of the finest water quality in the state and comes from the pristine Smith River. Unlike much of the state, we have an abundant water supply that can be substantially expanded if needed. We have a commercial aviation airport with approved plans for a new airport terminal that should be completed in the next couple of years. 
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The WOW factor of our community is off the charts! We have miles of stunning coastline comprised of sand & pebbles, unparalleled ancient redwoods, crystal clear rivers, and world class fishing. Added to the natural appeal is affordable housing, a great school system including a community college, along with a well equipped community hospital. These are the assets that will allow us to lure the jobs of the future to our community.

9.  What is your organization’s strongest partnership and why?

By mandate, the Tri-Agency represents the City of Crescent City, the County of Del Norte and the Crescent City Harbor District. However, currently the strongest partnerships are with our workforce center, run by Rural Human Services (RHS) and the Visitors Bureau. 

The workforce is critical in assuring potential new businesses as well as existing businesses that we have qualified employees available. Partnering with the Visitors Bureau is important to maximize the benefits of tourism during our relatively short tourism season – basically May to September.

10.  What business or economic trends do you see for your community and for California?

As with the rest of the country we have seen the demise of much of heavy industry and the substantial decline in the resource extraction industries. The future is bright for internet based businesses, niche manufacturing, and professional services – particularly those services that can be performed “remotely” via the internet. I think these trends are true for California as well. Because of the physical size, business diversity and geographic differences statewide 
different communities will take advantage of different opportunities. 

For us, we want to attract those businesses and individuals that want a healthier, low stress lifestyle, appreciate natural beauty, and have access to a wide variety of outdoor activities, yet can connect with their clients and customers in any part of the world. 
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