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The Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy's purpose is to revitalize
communities, develop and rehabilitate affordable housing, promote
sustainability, attract investments, build wealth, encourage entrepreneurship,
and create jobs. It provides strategies by which local development
organizations initiate and generate their own solutions to their community’s
economic problems. This in turn builds long term community capacity and
fosters the integration of economic, social and environmental objectives.

Foothills Regional Commission's (FRC) 2017 CED Plan has three main goals;
build regionalism, develop targeted industry clusters, and create pathways to
economic foundations. It is a strategy-driven plan for regional economic
development and is critical to maintain a robust economic ecosystem. 

As the region's Economic Development District (EDD), FRC is tasked with
overseeing the plan's process, development, and implementation. CEDS is an
important prerequisite to receive recognition as an EDD and strengthens
applications for funding and investments in the region. The plan is updated on
a five-year cycle with progress reports published during interim years.

This document highlights key activities performed over the past five years,
extending from 2017 to 2022, as they relate to FRC's EDD and regional
economic development strategy. It should also be noted that this organization
is still legally Isothermal Planning and Development Commission but conducts
business as Foothills Regional Commission, which is how it will be referred
throughout the document. 

Introduction
What is a CEDS?
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Strengths Weaknesses

Opportunities Threats

> Location 
> Educational opportunities
> Natural resources
> Lower cost of living
> Workforce training 
> Community
> Safety

> Lack of housing
> Aging leadership
> Diversity of housing type and
cost
> Retention of young
professionals and young families
> Broadband 
> Public transportation

> Regional marketing
> Outdoor amenities 
> Tourism
> Community colleges
> Small towns 
> Agricultural land and support
> Vacant buildings/commercial
/industrial 

> Increase in poverty
> Number of people leaving the
region for work
> Filling jobs/lack of workforce
> Aging workforce 
> Drug use/addiction epidemic
> Lack of diverse economy 

SWOT Analysis

Foothills Regional Commission conducted an analysis of the region’s strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities and threats – also known as a SWOT analysis. The analysis
identifies what local government staff, elected officials, community members, and other
stakeholders believe to be important in each category. This helps guide the process to
identify regional priorities for economic and community development. 



 Planning for and implementing resilience through specific goals or actions to
bolster the long-term economic durability of the region (steady-state).
 Establish information networks among the various stakeholders in the region
to encourage active and regular communications between the public, private,
education, and non-profit sectors to collaborate on existing and potential
future challenges (responsive).

A strong regional economy builds on the strengths of local communities and
creates resilient economies, critical to long-term growth and financial stability for
families. When applied to economic development, resilience includes a multi-
phased approach that anticipates risk, evaluates the potential impact on key
assets, and develops a response to the risk. The Economic Development
Administration provides guidance on integrating regional economic resilience
through a two-pronged approach:

1.

2.

PAGE 5

Regional
Resiliency & Recovery

Foothills Regional Commission strives for resilient communities and regional
economic prosperity. As such, committee members discussed “Resiliency” within
the region to include a list of current attributes that support economic durability.

How are we resilient now?
> Establishment of early college/high school programs
> Our region has more passive recreation opportunities, which has become much            
more important since the COVID pandemic
> Many businesses in the region are locally owned and are locally supplied
> The region has expanded local greenway systems and is planning for new      
 greenways and regional connectivity
> Finding great ways to revitalize our downtowns
> Re-purposing our vacant buildings



The following demographic snapshots depict the most recent
data for each county and the overall Foothills Region. Most of
the data has been collected from the US Census Bureau and
the N.C. Department of Commerce. These infographics help
to highlight updated information on economics, housing,
population, and industries. 
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McDowell

Cleveland
Rutherford

Polk
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Opportunity Zones

By definition, an Opportunity Zone is an economically distressed community
(based on a census tract scale) where private investments, under certain
conditions, may be eligible for capital gain tax incentives. Opportunity Zones
were signed into law in December 2017 to stimulate economic development and
job creation. Each of our Region’s counties contains at least one Opportunity
Zone, with Rutherford County having three. The Economic Development
Administration made investment in Opportunity Zones one of its five
investment priorities in 2019 to catalyze strategic investments and ultimately
foster job creation and attract private investment. 



Goals
The goals of the 2017 CEDS focused
on establishing a road map for the
future economic development
efforts in the region. It concentrated
on establishing regionalism that
utilized collaboration to successfully
leverage the region's assets. It
focused on targeted industry
clusters that directly impacted the
workforce and economic
development. It also identified
action steps for four economic
pathways to better support quality
of life within the region. 

Goal 1:
Build Regionalism

Goal 2:
Develop Targeted
Industry Clusters

Goal 3:
Create Pathways
to Economic
Foundations
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In July of 2022 the Growing Rural Economies with Access to Technology (GREAT) Grant
announced Polk County as an awardee for $4 million to expand high-speed internet
service to 3,500 homes and businesses in unserved areas. In August of 2022, Rutherford,
McDowell and Cleveland County were included as recipients of the grant as well. All
three were awarded $4 million to bring high speed internet to nearly 3,000, 1,300, and
1,120 homes and businesses respectfully. Figure 1 is the locations included in the
applications submitted for each county. 

Strategy 1.1 - Establish a regional economic development
structure made up of a network of communities, institutions,
and businesses within and outside the regional collaborative 

Long Term: Broadband coverage will have extended throughout the four
county region 

Figure 1. GREAT Grant Application Locations

Goal 1: 
Build Regionalism 
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According to the NC Department of Information Technology (NCDIT) Broadband
Availability and Quality Index, our region has experienced increased broadband coverage.
Looking at the score for each county from 2017 to 2019, the index increases in each county
except Cleveland. The scores are out of 100 and a higher score denotes greater broadband
availability and quality. Data for these indices were obtained from two sources, the Federal
Communications Commission (FCC) Form 477 and the American Community Survey (ACS)
5-Year 2013-2017 dataset. 

 Pop253: Percent population with access to 25/3 (+) speeds
 Pop10020: Percent population with access to 100/20 (+) speeds
 Fiber: Percent population with access to fiber (+) 
 Symmetrical: Ratio of upload to download median advertised speeds (+) 
 Density: households per square mile (+) 
 Home Age: percent housing units built in 2010 or later (+) 

 No providers: Percent population with access to no providers (-) 
 DSL Only: Percent population with access to DSL only (-)

Regarding availability and quality, certain indicators were included to determine each
county's index. 
Contribute 

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Undermine 
1.
2.

Cleveland McDowell Polk Rutherford

2017

2019

66.9

52.1

58.6

60.4

45.6

65

34.9

52.5
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Goal 1: 
Build Regionalism 

Table 1. County Broadband Availability and Quality Index from 2017-2019 
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Region C’s Business Services Representatives work with teams, other agencies, and
independently while delivering a proactive approach to serving local business needs,
enhancing economic development efforts, strengthening our businesses in their
marketplace, and growing/retaining employment opportunities for our workforce.

Assisting the Workforce Development Director in providing leadership to ensure
successful accomplishment of goals and performance standards in the administration
of Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act activities, NCWorks Career Center.
services, workforce development services, and related programs in the local area.
Facilitates and assists with industry/employer specific hiring events and job fairs.
Working with area businesses to develop opportunities and managing all aspects of
the On-the-Job Training program for staff and job/training seekers.

The Region C Workforce Development Board (WDB) is a partner in one of the three Next
Gen Partnership Sector projects that are receiving technical assistance and coaching to
boost key industries in the Region. The project is a collaboration of key leaders from the
Governor’s Office, the North Carolina Community College System, the NC Department of
Commerce, Economic Development Partnership of North Carolina (EDPNC), the
NCWorks Commission, and the North Carolina Association of Workforce Development
Boards to launch sector partnerships in North Carolina. The partnership will promote a
coordinated strategy among workforce, economic development, and education
organizations to meet businesses’ needs. This project includes three of Region C’s
counties, McDowell, Rutherford and Polk, along with Burke County. 

Activities Include:

Strategy 1.3 - Establish and fund Regional Leadership
Program focused on economic and community
development. 

Short Term: The EDD will determine leadership development needs among
participating organizations in the four county region.
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In the Foothills Region there are several food systems that work to increase food
availability and support community development. Localized food systems are place-
specific and seek to embed the production, distribution, and consumption of foods in
community relationships. Within McDowell County the Foothills Food Hub works to
support farmers, pantries, and those most in need. The Foothills Food Hub is a program
supported by the McDowell Local Food Advisory Council (LFAC). Meeting monthly
throughout the year, the McDowell LFAC supports the overall local food system. They
also host yearly farm to table events and offer emergency food support to local partners
in need.

Agriculture

Strategy A.6 & A.7 - Increase communication of food system
stakeholders and build connected communities through farm
to table initiatives. 

In Rutherford, there is the Rutherford County Food Council which is a coalition of
community members working together to build a local food system that ensures
equitable access to healthy and affordable foods for all residents. One initiative from this
organization is the Farm to Pantry Project which coordinates a partnership with local
farmers and Rutherford County food relief organizations. They also support the Thriving
Ag Economy strategy by taking on projects related to grower support, the viability of
farming, community gardening, and community and grower partnerships. Another local
organization in Rutherford is Ruff’ton Roots which is a community garden that
distributes to local food pantries and soup kitchens. The goals of this project is to create
public space to teach and learn gardening methods; offer the opportunity to be a part of
shaping the town’s future; foster community leadership, and to lend a hand to citizens in
need.
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Since the Tryon International Equestrian Center & Resort opened in Polk County in 2014,
Isothermal Community College (ICC) has launched a number of initiatives to meet their
workforce demands. For instance, ICC partnered with Groom Elite in 2015, an
organization that sets the certification standard in the horse racing industry, to train
equestrian grooms. Since then, with the help of an Appalachian Regional Commission
Grant, ICC contracted with NC State to do an in-depth study, beginning in 2016, on the
equine industry. The Southeast Equine Research and Education Partnership inspired new
degrees and certifications at ICC. Today, the college offers Associate of Applied Science
degrees in Equine Business, and Human Services Technology: Animal Assisted
Interactions. Through the newly launched Equine and Agribusiness Science Program,
students have the opportunity to earn certificates in equine breeding, equine science,
and equine business management. Additionally, in 2021, TIEC partnered with the ICC
Equine Departments to bring inspectors from the American Hanoverian Society and the
German Oldenburg Verband to TIEC, offering training and exposure for young horses
and ICC students. Through this ongoing partnership, ICC offers experiential learning at
TIEC venues while preparing a local workforce to partake in the equine industry. 

Agriculture

Strategy A.11 - Leverage partnership with Tryon International
Equestrian Center (TIEC) to strengthen regional agriculture. 
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Region C has a long history of collaboration with the key workforce partners in each
county. This is depicted by regular meetings and membership numbers in regional and
county committees. These task forces look to strategically implement programs,
collaborate on solving problems, and address issues for local businesses. Examples are
the development and staffing of the Pipeline Committee in McDowell County, which
continues to promote registered apprenticeship programs with various manufacturing
firms in the county and establishing manufacturing career pathways for the emerging
workforce.

Manufacturing

Strategy M.5 - Develop career pathways for the regional
manufacturing ecosystem.

The development of three Certified Career Pathways assists the current and emerging
workforce to identify viable career options and helps them locate and obtain training for
those careers in the region. The Pathways include Nursing and Allied Health, Advanced
Manufacturing, and the Energy Sector. The pathways were developed with the
collaboration of business/industry, educational institutions, community leaders,
NCWorks Career Centers, Chambers of Commerce, and other workforce development
partners.

Training academies have been developed by community colleges and high schools in the
region to specifically address short-term training relevant to the certified pathways.
These academies issue locally developed employer recognized credentials, National
Center for Construction Education and Research (NCCER) credentials, and other
certifications. 

Examples include:
Electrical Line Workers Academy 
Medical Assisting and other allied health-related training  
Manufacturing and Welding academies  
CNC Technology Academy  
Cabinet Making Certificate PAGE 19
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Currently, there are eight community colleges in the Future Workforce Alliance (FWA)
service region that are members of the N.C. Community College system (Isothermal,
Cleveland, McDowell Technical, Mayland, Wilkes, Western Piedmont, Caldwell, and
Catawba Valley). The prevalence of these institutions of higher learning allows the FWA
providers to collaboratively work in developing training programs that support high
growth occupations and in building career pathways that can support local business
needs and foster growth. Furthermore, the FWA remains very involved with public school
officials on a regular basis. This allows for career pathway development to be targeted at
specific sectors and to ensure that all applicable representatives are involved in the
planning and execution of building such initiatives.

Manufacturing

Strategy M.9 - Increase the number of successful student
transfers to direct employment.

Apprenticeship Cleveland County, facilitated by Cleveland Community College’s
Economic and Workforce Development and Work-based learning programs, is a
combination of on-the-job training and practical classroom instruction that prepares
participants for high-skilled careers with local industry partners. Apprenticeship
programs are sponsored by a local employer where the Apprentice will benefit from paid
employment and on-the-job training. The local area’s On The-Job Training program has
participated in this initiative. 

The Foothills Workforce Development Board, in collaboration with the locally developed
committees and task forces, are promoting the use of apprenticeships by convening
sector-specific groups of business for the purpose of establishing an apprenticeship
collaborative. Manufacturing is the first targeted sector. Collaborators include local
industry, NC Works Center/business services, Community Colleges, Career and
Technical Education and NC Works Apprenticeship.
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In the 2017 CEDS, one of the measurements for tourism was a 10% increase in visitor
spending by 2021 for the region. This increase in visitor spending denotes a strong
tourism economy that provides regional economic benefits. According to Visit North
Carolina, the Foothills Region has seen above a 10% increase in visitor spending from
2020 to 2021. The spending growth rate for each county from 2020 to 2021 is shown in
Table 2. Visit North Carolina also included the breakdown of total visitor spending in
each county for 2021, along with their ranking out of the 100 total counties in the state.
The closer each counties ranking was to 1, the more visitor spending occurred during the
year.  This breakdown includes spending on lodging, food and beverage, recreation,
retail, and transit. 

Tourism

"By 2021, increase visitor spending 10% through
regional partnerships that attract new visitors, extend
stays, increase product offerings, and create jobs".

Table 2. County Level Visitor Expenditures by Percent Change from 2020 to 2021 (Increase)

Cleveland

McDowell

Polk

Rutherford

28.4%

33.6%

43.5%

33.4%
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Goal 2: Develop 
Targeted Industry Clusters 

 
# in Total
Spending

Total
Visitor

Spending
(in

millions)

Lodging
(in

millions) 

Food &
Beverage

(in millions) 

Recreation
(in millions)

Retail 
(in

millions)

Transport
(in

millions)

Cleveland
County

#41 $142.9 $29.2 $50.73 $18.28 $11.23 $33.45

McDowell
County

#51 $101.18 $23.42 $30.46 $13.23 $8.08 $26

Polk
County

#68 $56 $13.61 $17.37 $8.15 $5.10 $11.78

Rutherford
County

#26 $272.96 $71.48 $86.27 $37.17 $23.83 $54.20

Tourism
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Since 2017, each of the four counties have created a tourism platform to promote their
communities and the region. Cleveland County established the "This is Cleveland"
campaign where visitors can easily find events, restaurants, places to stay, cultural
information, and major attractions. 

McDowell County tourism established "The Blue Ridge Traveler" as their form of visitor
outreach. Through this campaign, they highlight the outdoor economy in the area which
includes hiking, biking, fishing, disc golf, kayaking, horse riding, mining, river tubing, and
swimming. This initiative also focuses on lodging, restaurants, breweries, and events
within the county. 

Tourism

Strategy T.4 - Public awareness campaign on regions
tourism. 

Rutherford County established "Rutherford Bound," which is a project of the Rutherford
County Tourism Development Authority (RCTDA) and all of the County's municipal
partners. This public campaign is improving and connecting the communities that make
up Rutherford County by investing in local assets that will make the County an even
better place to live, work, and play. This campaign has three main goals; establishing
Rutherford as a premier travel location, improving quality of life, and workforce
attraction. 

Lastly, Polk County created the "First Peak of the Blue Ridge" campaign to promote each
of the towns within the county. This resource highlights events, restaurants, attractions,
activities, lodging, and even suggests itineraries for visitors to use. 
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In 2022, Mountain Bizworks launched a new outdoor-driven community economic
development initiative, Building Outdoor Communities (BOC). Building Outdoor
Communities focuses on capacity building, technical assistance, training, connectivity,
and education for communities seeking to advance their outdoor economy goals. The
program is designed to help Western North Carolina’s community leaders better
understand and leverage their unique assets. This program will provide them with
targeted assistance to assess, analyze, and prioritize outdoor infrastructure investments.
This supports collaboration that drives tourism, along with outdoor economic and
community development. 

Tourism

Strategy T.4 - Public awareness campaign on regions
tourism. 

The Building Outdoor Communities Two-Year Program groups participating
communities into 3 cohorts (Acceleration, Planning and Initiation). Each group will
undertake a 7-month data deep dive with Appalachian State University’s Center for
Economic Research and Policy Analysis, all the while receiving monthly trainings and
resources preparing them to use the data to fuel future investment. Each of the cohorts
are grouped based on the stage of their outdoor economy development, ranging from
Acceleration, which is the most advanced, to Initiation, which indicates being in the
earliest stages. McDowell and Rutherford Counties have been placed into the
Acceleration cohort and their 7-month work period began in late September of 2022.
Polk County has been placed into the Initiation cohort and they will begin their working
period in September of 2023. 

PAGE 24
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In September 2019, the N.C. Board of Transportation adopted the 2020-2029 State
Transportation Improvement Program (STIP), which identified transportation projects
intended to receive funding from 2020 to 2029. The STIP is a 10-year State and Federal-
mandated plan that identifies the construction funding for and scheduling of
transportation projects throughout the state. Figure 2 shows the projects within the
Foothills Region that were included in this version of the STIP. 

Transportation 

Outcome - Strategies, action steps, and plans will be
identified and completed for each of the pathways to
economic foundations: Transportation, Housing, Workforce
Development, and Broadband. 

Figure 2. 2020-2029 NCDOT STIP Projects within the Foothills Region
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The N.C. Department of Transportation is building an 18.5-mile four-lane divided
highway from east of Mooresboro to west of Stony Point Road at U.S. 74 Business in
Kings Mountain. The U.S. 74 Shelby Bypass will help improve traffic flow through and
around Shelby by providing a controlled-access route, meaning the roadway will only be
accessible at interchanges. The bypass is expected to generate economic development
around Shelby. Some examples of this development include the Walmart Distribution
Center, Clearwater Paper, and Hannah Park. 

Transportation 

Figure 3. U.S. 74 Shelby Bypass General Location 
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In early 2022 work on the Rutherford bypass began. The US 221 proposed Rutherfordton
bypass will be an 8-mile new, four-lane highway with a median and three interchanges
between U.S. 74 and Roper Loop Road. The project is a part of a larger project to create a
four-lane highway from the NC/SC Stateline to I-40 in Marion. The purpose of the
proposed project is to reduce congestion, improve safety, and improve travel time for
traffic using the US 221 corridor in the vicinity of Rutherfordton. This four-lane highway
will also create economic benefits as a primary connector to I-40 by increasing traveler
convenience and access. 

Transportation 

Figure 4. U.S. 221 Rutherford Bypass Plans
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In 2021, Foothills Regional Commission established a HUD HOME Consortium to address
the affordable housing shortage across its four-county region. By forming a regional
HOME Consortium, FRC member governments are able to obtain funding from HUD to
apply towards affordable housing options. In 2022, FRC assisted with the development of
a Consolidated Housing Plan, which is required by HUD to inform the allocation of
HOME funds, both annually, and over a five-year period. This plan describes both the
housing needs and market supply for low-to-moderate income households, as well as
special needs populations. Additionally, this plan includes a five-year strategic plan and
an annual action plan for the Consortium. The plan was submitted to HUD in September
of 2022 and was approved by the United States Department of Housing and Urban
Development in November of 2022. The proposed FY2022-2023 HUD HOME funding
totals $815,652 with $734,087 for new construction of both rental and homeownership
housing and $81,565 for administration. These funds are expected to benefit persons of
low and moderate income for the program year that runs July 1, 2022, through June 30,
2023.

Housing
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In 2022, Spindale partnered with Bowen National Research to conduct a Housing Needs
Assessment. This assessment will be used to understand the current market conditions
and projected changes that will influence future housing needs. By accomplishing the
study’s objectives, government officials, area stakeholders, and area employers can: (1)
better understand the town’s evolving housing market, (2) establish housing priorities, (3)
modify or expand local government housing policies, and (4) enhance and/or expand the
town’s housing market to meet current and future housing needs.

In Rutherford County the Rutherford Housing Partnership (RHP) works to repair homes
throughout the county. They aim to help low-income, elderly, and disabled homeowners
receive urgent home repairs. The Rutherford Housing Partnership is able to provide the
materials for projects while volunteers provide the labor. The focus of these
improvements address safety, accessibility, and critical repairs. By helping low-income
homeowners receive affordable or no-cost home repairs, RHP is helping to preserve
housing throughout Rutherford County. 

Goal 3: Pathways 
to Economic Foundations  



Catch your
reader's eye by

highlighting one
of your main
points in this

space.

FRC supports local communities in access to broadband, affordability, access to user
devices, digital literacy, and training. In conjunction with local stakeholders and industry
experts, the Commission has started the development of Digital Inclusion Plans (DIP) that
will take broadband to a higher level in McDowell, Polk, and Rutherford Counties. 

In December of 2021 Foothills Regional Commission signed a contract with Dogwood
Health Trust for a grant allocation to help improve digital inclusion throughout the
region. The grant will help to provide planning and technical assistance to the counties
within Dogwood Health Trust’s funding region to develop and implement the Digital
Inclusion Plans. This contract mentions that each of the three counties will be receiving
$50,000 in 2023 and another $25,000 in 2024 to help implement these plans. The goal of
these Digital Inclusion Plans is to ensure that all citizens in WNC, especially low-income
residents who are living in rural or underserved areas, have access to broadband
services. 

Broadband 
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In 2020, the Foothills Workforce Development Board (WDB) worked to develop and
submit a comprehensive four-year plan for the region. The local and regional plan
supports the alignment strategy described in the 2020-2024 NC Unified State Plan in
accordance with WIOA Section 102(b)(1)(E) and is consistent with the NC Unified State
Plan. This plan works to support and address the new challenges of job growth and
expansions. As a board and workforce system, Foothills WDB is leveraging resources and
engaging in new partnerships that include the business community, economic
developers, chambers of commerce, NCWorks Career Centers, community colleges,
public schools, and community partners. These initiatives help to pave the way for an
even stronger economy through sector partnerships and career pathways initiatives.

Workforce Development

Goal 3: Pathways 
to Economic Foundations  
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Many key changes to the Foothill's regional economy stem from the
introduction and spread of the COVID pandemic. Work patterns have shifted to
include more remote structures and a general skill shortage as COVID has
encouraged early retirement or career changes. As more people move from
urban to rural areas, the region continues to see population growth and are
now struggling with housing capacity and challenges associated with
implementing viable development practices. Additionally, COVID continues to
highlight the stark inequities related to economic mobility throughout the
region. The lack of affordable housing and the rising cost of living presents an
increasing challenge for many. It has emphasized income gaps, along with
inflation rates that have led to a drastic increase in prices. This has heavily
impacted the citizens of the Foothills region economically and will continue to
be a concern as we move forward. 

To meet the needs of our evolving region, FRC is prepared to amend goals and
strategies within the CEDS to adequately represent the updated needs of the
Foothills area. Looking ahead, focus will be on economic recovery and resiliency
and will remain a focal point of FRC as we continue to navigate the implications
and associated challenges of the COVID pandemic. FRC continues to monitor
current and emerging trends to support regional economic development,
housing, transportation, aging/human services, and strategy and innovation.

Regional COVID-19 
Impacts   



Looking forward, the new CEDS document will be completed in 2023. FRC is
already taking initiative to begin this process through background research
consisting of industry trends and demographic information. Foothills is also
considering stakeholder groups that will best represent the region and
collaborate to leverage it's assets. Lastly, we have begun the development of
survey questions that will assist in outlining the SWOT analysis and highlight
key areas of focus for the plan. 

Next Steps
2023 CEDS

Establish a Stakeholder Group01
FRC will work to create a diverse group
that addresses the economic problems
and potential of the region.  

Distribute Surveys for SWOT Analysis 02
The SWOT is used to ensure that there
is a clear objective informed by a
comprehensive understanding of a
region’s capabilities and capacity. 

Prepare Goals and Objectives 03
The goals and objectives will respond to
the SWOT analysis and will serve as the
basis of the action plan. 
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