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DIRECTOR’S REPORT

FOR MONTHS OF AUGUST & SEPTEMBER, 2016
M. DURWOOD STEPHENSON, DIRECTOR

I will forego my usual opening with a comment on the weather.  Few of us have interest in being reminded of the humidity and extreme heat of August.  Instead we will focus on the “religion” of commerce.  My July Director’s Report and the August meeting of U.S. 70 Corridor Commission both focused on commerce.

Although improving commerce is our ultimate goal, the centerpiece of our agenda is advocating and promoting improvements along the 135 mile U.S. 70 Corridor to Interstate status.  At the turn of the century Eastern North Carolina was a relatively poor rural, isolated region, but the development of new forms of transportation altered the nature of our small rural cities, the patterns of development and the relationships between the farm and cities/towns.  With modern transportation modes and logistic connectivity, new forms of work, recreation and movement of people and goods greatly grew commerce while reducing rural isolation.  Roads made the auto possible as much as automobiles created the demand for rural roads.  During the 1950’s business and commerce productivity was created by President Eisenhower’s Interstate Highway Initiative.  Historically economists have argued the construction of interstates throughout United States increased business productivity by 31 percent during the 1950’s; an additional 25 percent during 1960’s; but a mere 7 percent in 1980’s.  Some argue the rise and decline of productivity are too large to be plausible, but no one can or will dispute the realities of a measurable and undeniable slow down and decline in economic growth after 1970.


A major contributor to prosperity in America during the productivity eras was the contribution of the vast Interstate Highway System between the years 1958 to 1972.  The Interstate system increased productivity of truckers and logistics and greatly improved highway safety.


We are attempting to duplicate that success by creating a new era of Interstates now designated as I-42 and U.S. 64/264 and I-795.
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In July 2013 we at the U.S. 70 Corridor Commission in a co-ordinated effort with N.C. D.O.T. authorized U.S. 70 Corridor Economic Assessment.  The study was completed and published in March, 2014.  It had two basic objectives:  First to assess the economic impact of a Freeway/Interstate that as a result of an improved commerce corridor providing a safer, more efficient travel route to deliver goods and people; versus a no-build scenario by evaluating the economic costs to businesses, residents and communities with lost opportunities.


The Clayton Bypass was the first major improvement along the U.S. 70 Corridor followed by the recently completed Goldsboro Bypass.  Safety improvements are currently under construction in Pine Level with additional safety improvements in Wilson’s Mills scheduled.  Funding has been allocated for both the Havelock Bypass and James City.  The Kinston Bypass has scored well in most recent round of scoring which puts it on our radar.


During the 1980’s, 1990’s and the new century of the 2000’s; the rural economies have fallen victim to a changing economic environment and have been victimized by a global marketplace that mandates efficient infrastructure and all of the minutiae in concert with demands of the global world. 


The recent four-year recession witnessed a rapid escalation of the decline of rural communities coupled with rapid growth in metropolitan/urban centers.  In 2015 metropolitan centers throughout the Nation drove the U.S. economy producing more than 91 percent of wage income and nearly 91 percent of GDP and contributed 96.5 percent of all new jobs since 2008.  North Carolina was no exception to this National trend.


Although we have witnessed great successes with our agenda for a commerce friendly Freeway/Interstate we cannot adopt a ‘Build it and they will come’ philosophy.


As we learned and adopted the lessons taught to us by General Trogdon more than five years ago:  “Regional success requires a passionate spirit of collaboration of all sectors of the region – government, business, philanthropy, education, human service and individualism” – a strong characteristic in rural Eastern North Carolina.” 


Although we recognize the significant role of highways in creating economic activity, we cannot put too much faith in roads alone.  They must be viewed in the whole space:  where, why, impacts, environment, assets, tourism, commerce and all of the factors that are a means of safely and efficiently moving people and goods.


As detailed above, we have together as an advocacy Commission and region, experienced good success in promoting our highway infrastructure agenda, but there are many factors necessary to economic success.  It is our task to identify those factors and make every effort to provide the ingredients for commercial success.



Keys to success:

· Innovation:  Think outside the box

· Leadership:  Local communities and region

· Accentuate the positives

· Improve the negatives

· Be Flexible:  Customize for prospects

· Self-Promotion:  Local Chambers

· Skilled Work Force:  Local Community Colleges

         Work Force Training Centers 

· Infrastructure:  Schools, Healthcare

· Quality of Life:  Weather & Climate, Intangibles

· Business Climate & Competitiveness

· Civic & Government:  Favorable business regulations, Global competitiveness 

· County-Wide Partnerships:  Shared mission, shared vision

· Available Certified Sites
· Build Relationships:  Real Estate Community
          Department of Commerce

          Global Marketplace
· Community Betterment Efforts

All of these factors must become a part of our agenda as we passionately pursue a new, more commercially vibrant Eastern North Carolina.  The list above obviously encompasses all sectors of our communities and so every sector must be focused, persistent, intense in confronting the problems and challenges we face as a region.  

It is incumbent upon us to remain diligent, carefully scrutinizing every D.O.T. project to assure that every project along the corridor, regardless of size and scope, is to enhance mobility and connectivity and in concert with our agenda.  Every transportation project along U.S. 70 must contribute to upgrading the corridor to interstate standards improving mobility and providing better connectivity between regions, communities, services & goods, and employment.  Mobility and connectivity will also promote economic development and a path to a more robust future.
The August 18 meeting of U.S. 70 Corridor Commission again focused on, hopefully, the end results of an improved U.S. 70 Corridor by maximizing economic development opportunities.  In an article written by News & Observer reporter, Bruce Siceloff titled JOB 1 for new Roads?  Create jobs!  It was suggested ‘a better highway can reduce traffic jams and get everybody where they’re going more quickly.’  But the focus of the article and the question of the day is:  Will a better highway create jobs over the next 30 years?  A computer program called TREDIS can produce an “economic competitiveness” model predicting the impact of improved freeway on jobs.

Another tool measuring commerce called Location Quotient (LQ) identifies basic and non-basic industries of a particular region.  Basic industries are identified as export oriented businesses, while non-basic industries are comprised of local businesses that are dependent on or serve local demand.  Most industries within the U.S. 70 Corridor are categorized as non-basic and have remained static since 2011.  When evaluating commercial activity in a region LQ is a significant 
measurement reflecting economic health of the specified region.  A region with a disportionate share of non-basic industries is generally not pursued by market forces because of a perception that the region produces only sufficient goods to serve local population/consumers.  It is assumed a declining population is one of the factors in this equation.

Another tool, another task, another challenge.  In order to increase production of goods that exceeds local needs, the balance between basic and non-basic industries must be tilted to more basic industries.  Job 1 is to create an environment that stops and reverses population outflow.  


As noted earlier, this report in commonality with August meeting of Corridor Commission continues to focus on commerce.  I encourage you to review Marcia’s normal excellent report of minutes of August 18.


Following discussions with U.S. 117 Commission Director, Marc Finalyson, we scheduled a meeting to discuss future plans for BOT Work Groups for Highway 17/64 Association and U.S. 70.  We met at Highway Building on September 7 with DOT staff, Brian Yamamoto and Jay McInnis; Division Engineers John Rouse and Tim Little; and BOT members, Sandra Fountain, General Hugh Overholt and Gus Tulloss; Marc and me.  We discussed current reorganization of DOT personnel.  At the conclusion of discussions and support from Board members attending, the BOT Work Group for Highway 17/64 Association and U.S. 70 Corridor Commission will continue.  We are grateful for that opportunity and special thanks to Brian and Jay who have offered their time, despite currently being overwhelmed with responsibility as a result of recent retirements and personnel departures.


At the urging of Craven County Commissioners, we asked for a current planned schedule for James City project.  (funded)  Project consultant, Craig Young, Principal of Three Oaks Engineering provided the following planned schedule:

· External Scoping Meeting – Sept/Oct 2016

· Traffic Capacity Analysis – Nov/Dec 2016
· Conceptual Designs Complete – Complete 

· Second Round of Public Meetings – late 2016/early 2017

· Historic Architecture Surveys – Spring 2017

· Preliminary Designs Development – end 2017/early 2018

· Signed Environmental Assessment (EA) – August 2018

· Final Design Public Hearings – TBD

· FONS – March 2020

· ROW/Let (Design Build) – January 2021

*    Special Note:  In an effort to expedite this project, Division Engineer, John Rouse has 



   offered and agreed to assume control of this project.  On September 28, 



   John convened a project review committee to discuss concept drawings.  



  We will be meeting on October 13 to plan and schedule a review and 


 
  discussion meeting with local officials.  It is our hope and plan to short 



  circuit the above-noted schedule.  Funding is available, the project is years 



  overdue – we must not wait 5 more years to commence construction. 


On September 21, at the invitation of Marc Finlayson, I attended a meeting of US 17/64 Association in Pollocksville.  A tour of (now under construction – major mile stone) U.S. 17 was conducted.  The new road is elevated to avoid flooding and will improve connectivity, ease travel congestion and provide a flood free evacuation route in the event of a hurricane. 


The July Director’s report detailed the recent Brexit vote and its global impact on economies across the world.  Our own Federal Reserve circulated rumors of a reversal of pending plan to raise interest rates.  However, during the month of August the Federal Reserve cited strengthening U.S. labor market and increased economic activity as a signal to raise interest rates despite dire predictions of an economic downturn resulting from the exit vote disassociating the United Kingdom from the European Union.


On September 21, at a regularly scheduled meeting of the Federal Reserve, the Fed Chair, Janet Yellin, announced the decision had been made again to forestall any hike in interest rates – probably until Britain actually begins the formal process of leaving the European Union.


Concern about Britain’s economic future and the uncertainty created by the Brexit vote forced Prime Minister, Theresa May to formally announce on Sunday, October 2 a plan to invoke Article 50 no later than the end of March, 2017.  In the interim, discussions within the British Government have begun to allay fears expressed by economists of a national and global economic downturn.


Several have asked why a highway Freeway/Interstate Advocacy Commission in rural North Carolina is closely monitoring Brexit and its consequences.  As we frequently discuss, our region is now engaged in a concerted effort to compete in the global marketplace.  Therefore, it behooves us to monitor the trends, status and opportunities impacting the global economy.


Advanced technology has become a dominant force in all phases of our lives and communities; from self-driving vehicles to computer-driven equipment and social interaction.


The flying cars that we as kids read about in our school Weekly Readers are not yet reality, but many of the promised new tech toys are common tools for our children and grandchildren.


As traffic congestion and traffic deaths escalate, the technocrats who think and plan futuristic travel, are touting the high speed “hyperloop” as a realistic travel option in the near future.  The train technology known as “maglev” has been in research and experimentation in Japan for the past 5 years.  The term “maglev” is derived from magnetic and levitation which in theory is a train floating on a frictionless bed and pushed along a track by a powerful magnet.  In a recent test, Japan reported train speeds of a world-record 373 miles per hour.  The Japanese Government predicts tracks will be coupled with “maglev” trains operational by 2027.  


In the United States engineers and scientists are touting the “hyperloop” and have recently conducted experimental futuristic trains traveling at a speed exceeding 700 miles per hour.  The “hyperloop” uses levitating magnetic rods propelled through giant vacuum tubes.  The scientific community assures us the technology to build the “hyperloop” is available, but the frailty of the human body with the “G” forces of traveling at this speed coupled with the legal and regulatory 
challenges are yet to be resolved.  In the opinion of most involved in this effort, it is a technology that is years into the future to becoming reality.

The futuristic City of Dubai has joined the “hyperloop” effort and has recently partnered with a California group to promote and advance the technology to be first actually in-use in Dubai.  It should be noted the concept and idea was first proposed by Tesla co-founder Elon Musk.  Dubai officials are suggesting the “hyperloop” will be operating in that country by 2020.


Commerce, the Global Economy and the impact of Britain’s exit from the European Union and the fantasies of futuristic travel are all issues worthy of discussion – But in America, most of the population travels by private car and most goods (up to 92%) travel by truck.  Hence our U.S. 70 Highway agenda remains a priority and important to moving goods and people.
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