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What the situation was

Douglas’ ‘turnaround’ period dates back to  
the 1980s. While Douglas has been successful  
at attracting employers since this time, it 
is far from immune from economic shocks, 
experiencing a number of challenges across 
the decades. In particular, in May 2009, a local 
chicken processing plant – Pilgrim’s Pride – shut 
down costing Coffee County 2,200 jobs over 12 
months in direct layoffs, and losses from small 
poultry businesses that supplied the plant. The 
county’s unemployment rate soared to 19% 
and at least one local bank was at risk. Shortly 
after the closing of the processing plant, the 
community’s congressman, Jack Kingston, 
came to Douglas to survey the damage. 
According to JoAnne Lewis, President of the 
Douglas Chamber of Commerce and Economic 
Development Authority, his assessment was: 
‘This is an economic Katrina.’13

What it became

Douglas enjoys 20% growth and has become 
a regional hub for jobs, retail, entertainment 
and medical services. Between 2001 and 2011 
at least 800 net jobs have been created and 
more than 345,000 square feet of previously 
vacant space has been occupied by small 
business expansions and start-ups. Several 
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major employers have been recruited into town, 
including a new chicken processor to take over 
the vacant plant. The average monthly Chamber 
of Commerce meeting attendance is up nearly 
100% since 2001.14

How it happened

Downtown revitalisation
In the late 1980s, downtown Douglas had a high 
vacancy rate, and people from the community 
rarely visited. A Main Street Programme was 
started in 1987 to revitalise the area. A total 
of $10,000 from the town and the Economic 
Development Authority provided matching grants 
for 20 façade improvements, and 20 more were 
improved a decade later. The city also carried 
out a one-year streetscape upgrade, adding 
trees, patterned brickwork sidewalks, pedestrian 
lighting, and landscaping. After completion of 
the downtown streetscape project in 1995, the 
downtown vacancy rate started falling from 
its high of 25%, a change that town officials 
attributed to streetscape improvements. At 
the end of 2012, 12 newly opened businesses 
dropped the vacancy rate to 6%.15
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With a population of around 11,500, Douglas is about a three-hour drive from Atlanta 
and two hours from Jacksonville, Florida. The county seat of Coffee County, population 
32,332, it sits between the Okefenokee Swamp to the south and open farm plains to 
the north. Small business and retail outlets attract shoppers and clients from across the 
region. Douglas is home to two regional colleges, East Central Technical College and 
South Georgia College.

Case Study 2: Douglas, Georgia



Economic Development approach
Douglas’ strategy for economic development 
is grounded in co-operation between the 
town, county, business community, education 
institutions, and civic leaders. While the town 
council supports and co-sponsors events, it is 
not the primary driver of the town’s economic 
development strategy – that is led by the 
Douglas-Coffee County Chamber of Commerce 
and Economic Development Authority, who 
share offices and staff. The EDA board’s seven 
members consist of three appointed members 
from town, three from the county, and the 
chamber director.

A major challenge has been reorienting the 
approach so that it includes small businesses and 
entrepreneurs. ‘The biggest change in the past 10 
years has been our shift in focus within economic 
development,’ said JoAnne Lewis. 

 Big box recruitment was the primary focus 
in the 1980s and 90s, but today, diversity in 
economic sectors has become more and more 
critical. Off-shoring has created a demand to 
broaden our vision and think globally.  16
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Douglas’ strategy is three-pronged: support and 
nurture small business entrepreneurs; recruit 
a diverse range of industrial employers; and 
develop a new generation of leaders who are 
versed in economic development.

1. Support and nurture small business 
entrepreneurs  
Douglas balances attracting larger  
employers with real support for smaller 
businesses, ranging from simple thank-you 
visits from Chamber and EDA representatives 
for their contributions to the town’s vitality,  
to intensive financial and infrastructure 
support. They connect small business  
owners and entrepreneurs to resources, and 
maintain a network of mentors who commit 
time and skills to helping new businesses 
survive. Douglas also developed a retail 
incubator where entrepreneurs can lease 
space by the month to test their ideas. If 
they find their concept works, the town helps 
them move into a permanent space in town. 
Douglas offers tax abatement packages 
to small business entrepreneurs similar to 
those given traditional industry prospects, 
and encourages any company that receives 
local incentives to use local contractors for 
construction projects.
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2.  Recruit a diverse range of industrial employers 
Local leaders have been building networks far 
beyond Douglas for decades. Connections 
with economic developers in Atlanta are a 
bridge to high-level business prospects, and 
these relationships are carefully maintained.17

 When recruiting potential employers, the 
town places heavy emphasis on non-cash 
incentives. During a negotiation with a 
prospect, local technical schools describe 
training opportunities, local business 
leaders make themselves available to sell 
the supportive culture in Douglas, and 
the Chamber coordinates the ‘soft touch, 
which involves the whole community. When 
American Insulated Wire was searching for 
a new site in 2006, the Chamber organised 

17 ibid

a welcoming event for visiting executives. 
With only 24-hours’ notice, the town got 500 
Douglas residents to the airport to welcome 
the executives as they walked off the plane. 
According to a company executive: ‘What sold 
us on Douglas was the people.’ 

3. Develop a new generation of leaders who 
understand economic development 
The strategy’s third pillar is to develop new 
leaders with an understanding of economic 
development in the 21st century. The New 
Century Leadership Programme started in the 
mid-1990s, and gives participants hands-on 
learning in education, Government, and the 
practice of economic development at local, 
regional and state levels. Graduates become 
key leaders on local boards and commissions. 
A Young Professionals Network now brings 
more young people into the fold.
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