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April 26, 2013 
 
 
Dear Americus and Sumter County,  
 
Last year, GeorgiaForward and some of its supporters thought that there must be a way to get younger, 
ǘŀƭŜƴǘŜŘ DŜƻǊƎƛŀƴǎ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǎƻƭǾŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΦ CǊƻƳ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ 
DŜƻǊƎƛŀCƻǊǿŀǊŘΩǎ ¸ƻǳƴƎ DŀƳŜŎƘŀƴƎŜǊǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ǿŀǎ ōƻǊƴΦ  
 
¢Ƙƛǎ ȅŜŀǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ first, 25 innovative Georgians, all under the age of 40, were convened, as part 
of a bigger conversation on the future of rural Georgia, to get to know Americus and Sumter County and 
propose ideas that might help Americus and Sumter County overcome persistent challenges to their 21st 
century success. Specifically, after consultation with local leaders, three questions stood out as needing 
attention from the first class of Young Gamechangers. These questions were:  
 

1. What economic opportunities is Americus/Sumter County missing out on? 

2. How can Americus/Sumter County attract the young, entrepreneurial and/or retirees? 

3. ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ !ƳŜǊƛŎǳǎκ{ǳƳǘŜǊ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΚ Iƻǿ ƛǎ ƛǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ 
rural communities? 

 
This report includes the proposals offered by the 2013 Young Gamechangers. For six months, starting in 
November 2012, they worked hard on these ideas. They spent time learning about the history of the 
community, exploring some of its assets, hearing from local leaders and understanding the work that 
Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘƻƴŜ ǘƻ ŘŀǘŜΦ DŜƻǊƎƛŀCƻǊǿŀǊŘ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ άōƛƎέ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜ ƛŘŜŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǘ 
have been thought of before or that might not find immediate support. We hope that the ideas included 
in this report spark a conversation about the possibilities present in Americus and Sumter County. And, 
of course, we hope that some of these ideas find passionate local support and come to life. 
 
This has been an exciting process and we are excited about the proposals. We hope that the process and 
the results are useful for Americus and many other rural cities. 
 
This program would not have been possible without the openness and assistance of many people in 
Americus and Sumter County. Indeed, Americus and Sumter County are a special place and we are 
grateful to have been welcomed into it to learn and offer new ideas. Moreover, this program would not 
have happened at all without the generous financial support of the Mattie H. Marshall Foundation and 
the Georgia Municipal Association.  For them, we are grateful. 
 
It is our hope that we ignite a spark of innovation with these presentations.  It has been a pleasure 
working with your community and we hope to do so in the future.   

 
Sincerely, 
 
Amir Farokhi 
Executive Director 
GeorgiaForward 
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Americus and Sumter County 
 
Americus and Sumter County were founded in 1832 and 1831, respectively. Sumter County lies in a 

stretch of some of the richest soil in the South, perfect for growing cotton. Americus saw a population 

ōƻƻƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мурлΩǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƻǳth Western Railroad in 1854.  Due to the high 

ǎƘƛǇǇƛƴƎ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ŀƭƻƴƎ Ǌŀƛƭ ǘƻ {ŀǾŀƴƴŀƘΣ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ƭŜŘ ōȅ {ŀƳǳŜƭ IΦ Iŀǿƪƛƴǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ 

privately funded rail line, which travelled in an east west direction directly to Savannah. This created a 

crossroads of north/south and east/west railroads in Americus. As a result, Americus became a major 

ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ Ŏƻǘǘƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άaŜǘǊƻǇƻƭƛǎ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘǿŜǎǘ DŜƻǊƎƛŀΦέ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ǘǳǊƴ ƻŦ 

the 20th century, it was the eighth largest city in Georgia.   

Although Sumter County has primarily been an agricultural community, it has had its fair share of 

ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΦ  Lƴ ǘƘŜ мфолΩǎΣ ǘƘŜ aŀƴƘŀǘǘŀƴ {ƘƛǊǘ /ƻƳǇŀƴȅ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎǳǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ 

over 1000 area residents, most of which were women.  Around the same time, the local Chamber of 

Commerce made a concerted effort to recruit industry to move to Americus.  Up to that point, the only 

major industry in Sumter County had been the Manhattan Shirt Company and the railroad companies.  

In 1957, Americus became the home of The Marlette Coach Company, which helped to make Sumter 

County a hub for mobile home manufacturers.  The mobile home industry was a huge boon for Americus 

and Sumter County, with as many as 5000 people employed in the industry from Sumter and 

surrounding counties.   

¢ƘŜ мфтлΩǎ ǎŀǿ ŀ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎǳǎ ŀƴŘ {ǳƳǘŜǊ /ƻǳƴǘȅΦ  {ǘŀǘŜǎ 

surrounding Georgia relaxed regulations on the size of trailers allowed on their roads. As Georgia lagged 

behind on changing these regulations, the mobile home industry pulled out of Georgia.  While many 

new manufacturers have since located in Sumter County, there has never been a return to the level of 

ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфрлΩǎ ŀƴŘ мфслΩǎΦ 

Since 1976, Americus has been home to Habitat for Humanity International.  Habitat has grown into one 

of the largest non-profit organizations in the world.  In the same year that Habitat was founded, Jimmy 

Carter, a resident of Plains, Georgia, was elected the 39th President of the United States.  Thanks in large 

ǇŀǊǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǿƻ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ Ƙŀǎ ƘŀŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ {ǳƳǘŜǊ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΦ   

{ǳƳǘŜǊ /ƻǳƴǘȅ ƛǎ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ DŜƻǊƎƛŀ {ƻǳǘƘǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ {ǘŀǘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ όάD{²έύ ŀƴŘ {ƻǳǘƘ DŜƻǊƎƛŀ ¢ŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ 

/ƻƭƭŜƎŜ όά{D¢/έύ.  GSW is located in Americus, and has approximately 2,800 undergraduate students. 

GSW also offers graduate programs in English, Business Administration, Nursing, Computer Science, and 

Education. GSW is estimated to have a local economic impact of approximately $73 million.1 SGTC is 

located just outside of Americus in Sumter County.  SGTC offers approximately 90 different short term 

                                                           

1
  http://gsw.edu/News/Articles/FY2011economicImpact 



 
Young Gamechangers 2013 Final Project                         

                                                                    

3 
 

technical certificate of credit, diploma and associate degrees, and has approximately 3200 students. 

SGTC has an economic impact of approximately 210 million on Sumter and the Surrounding counties.2 

Workforce  Today 

Today, Sumter County has an economy built on a mix of industry, 

tourism, healthcare, education, and a variety of smaller businesses.  

The mobile home industry has left the community, and the 

Manhattan Shirt Company closed in 1996.  While Sumter County 

ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜǊǎ ŀǎ ƛǘ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

мфрлΩǎ ŀƴŘ мфслΩǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

city and county that employ a sizable skilled workforce.  Agriculture 

is a big part of the community, and cotton, peanuts, wheat and 

ŎƻǊƴ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŎǊƻǇǎΦ  

As with many rural communities, a significant portion of the 

population works in the public sector.  The local school system is 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊ ŀƴŘ ōƻǘƘ DŜƻǊƎƛŀ {ƻǳǘƘǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ ŀƴŘ 

South Georgia Technical College also are major employers within 

the community. Government employees work for the city, county, 

and the Sumter County Correctional Institute.   

Healthcare is also a major part of the local economy. The local hospital was destroyed in 2007 by a 

tornado.  Afterwards, the hospital authority partnered with the Phoebe Putney Health System to create 

Phoebe Sumter Medical Center. This result was a new, state-of-the-art hospital, employing 

approximately 400 people.  In addition, Magnolia Manor, a retirement community which opened in 

1963, employs over 350 people in Americus. 

Finally, Sumter County is the home to two nationally recognized historic sites: the Andersonville Civil 

War Prison and the home of President Jimmy Carter.  There are several other local tourism attractions in 

addition to the two national historic sites. In 2011, Sumter County enjoyed over $37 million in direct 

spending from tourists. Tourism supports nearly 400 jobs in the community.   

  

                                                           

2
 http://www.southgatech.edu/index.cfm?PageID=207&NewsID=1872 
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STATEMENT OF PROBLEM/CHALLENGE 
 
What economic opportunities is Americus/Sumter County missing out on?   

Americus and Sumter County have a struggling economy with a 14% unemployment rate and a 28% 

poverty rate.  Like many rural towns, Americus has lost manufacturing jobs during the past two decades 

and has not experienced a growth in other sectors of the economy to make up for these losses.   

Fortunately, Americus has significant assets that could provide a foundation for economic growth:  

¶ The national headquarters of a world renowned, non-profit organization (Habitat for Humanity);  

¶ Two institutions of higher education (Georgia Southwestern State University and South Georgia 

Technical College);  

¶ A rich history with museums, historical sites, and monuments -- including two National Historic 

Sites in Sumter County;  

¶ A new regional hospital; and  

¶ A Motorsports Complex that is currently under construction. 

 

The population of Americus has remained the same for the past several decades and the economy has 

declined with the loss of manufacturing. To understand how existing business owners think about 

potentially missed economic opportunities, we created a survey for local employers and employees to 

understand their perspective about the current challenges and opportunities for economic 

development. The survey was distributed through the list serve of the local Chamber of Commerce. 

Forty-two individuals responded to the survey. 

Survey Results 

Respondents included individuals employed in large and small businesses that represented a variety of 

sectors of the local economy including: professional offices, retail businesses, service industry, 

food/restaurants, and health care. Additionally, nearly three-fourths of respondents are employed in 

businesses that are located within the city limits of Americus.   
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When asked about economic development in Americus and Sumter County, nearly three-fourths of 

respondents did not believe Americus has been successful in its economic development.  

 

 

When survey participants were asked to comment as to why they did or did not believe Americus and 

Sumter County had been successful in its economic development, 62% provided answers and several 

themes emerged from these open-ended responses.  The most commonly mentioned barrier to 

economic development (31% of responses) entailed concern about the public education system and its 

effect on attracting businesses and residents to the community.   
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Other major themes that emerged from these open-ended responses included concerns about the 

effectiveness of leadership to recruit new businesses to the area (23%), community divisiveness (15%), 

and traditional attitudes that inhibit forward progress for the community (12%).       

The surǾŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǎƪŜŘ ά!ǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴȅ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎΣ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ ƻǊ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘǾŜǊǎŜƭȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ 

ȅƻǳǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΚέ Nearly 40% of respondents indicated that there are attributes of the local community 

that adversely affect their ability to conduct or grow their business.   

 

When these respondents were asked to describe which community attributes have the most negative 

effect on their ability to conduct business in Americus, the three most commonly mentioned issues 

were: (1) public education system (50%); (2) community division (31%); and (3) local taxes (19%).   

ñI have had 3 families this week come in to change their address, they are moving because of the 
ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ {ƻ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛǎ ƛǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŎŀǳǎƛƴƎ Ŧƻƭƪǎ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜΦέ 
 
ά¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ poignant local characteristic of Americus is its division. There is no sense of connectedness 
or familiarity. Businesses only advocate for their individual business and not for Americus-Sumter as 
ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜΦ Χ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎǳǎΦ ²Ƙƻ ŀre we? What do we offer collectively? 
This lack of identity keeps us from being recognized, therefore negatively impacting tourism and the 
ƭƻŎŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΦ LŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Řƻƴϥǘ ŎƻƳŜΦΦΦ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŘƻŜǎƴϥǘ ƎǊƻǿΦέ 
 
ά¢ŀȄŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ƭƛƴŜ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ hǳǊ Ŏƛǘȅ ŀƴd county governments have got to work 
ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ƳŀȅōŜ ŎƻƴǎƻƭƛŘŀǘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǘƻ ƭƻǿŜǊ ƻǾŜǊƘŜŀŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǿŜ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜΦέ 

 

Other barriers that were mentioned include restrictive alcohol laws (open container and the food-to-

alcohol ratio required for local restaurants); concerns about local leadership; and the current state of 

the downtown area (e.g., empty buildings, quality of sidewalks, trash, poor lighting).   

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

No Opinion

No

Yes
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Nearly half (46%) of survey respondents thought that the leaders of Americus/Sumter County could 

implement policies to support or expand their existing business. The most common suggestion involved 

improving the public school system (i.e., 35% of those offering suggestions). One-fourth of those 

offering suggestions wanted local leaders to provide incentives for the creation or location of new 

businesses to Americus.  Some of the specific ideas include: 

¶ Waiving fees for new businesses for a period of time. 

¶ Offering city land or businesses rent free to new businesses for a period of time. 

¶ Investing in technology, especially high-speed internet. 

¶ Leveraging the low cost of living and small-city lifestyle to recruit new businesses. 

¶ Encouraging new restaurants, coffee shops, bookstores, and other businesses to open in 

Americus that would cater to college students and young professionals. 

Respondents also mentioned the importance of providing public recognition of existing businesses for 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ōȅ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ŀ ά.ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aƻƴǘƘέ ŀǿŀǊŘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ 

accompanying write-up in the local paper.  Other suggestions for local leaders included: (1) 

standardizing the process for interpreting local ordinances for businesses; (2) cleaning up the trash on 

the streets around town; and (3) doing a better job of leveraging the local colleges for workforce 

development; (4) using local businesses for government contracts when possible; and (5) investing 

money into marketing Sumter County as place with two national historic sites.   
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SWOT ANALYSIS 
 
Based on the findings from our survey of employees and employers in Americus, additional research 

efforts, and the collective expertise of the team, the following strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 

challenges were identified concerning missed economic opportunities in Americus. 

Strengths 

¶ Americus has two institutions of higher education (Georgia Southwestern State University and 

South Georgia Technical College).  Graduates of these institutions could potentially contribute to 

the labor force if there is a match between the skills that are obtained and the job opportunities 

in the local economy.  

¶ The community has a lot to offer tourists ς a rich culture, local attractions, and two National 

Historic Sites and the upcoming construction of a new Motorsports Complex. 

¶ The low cost of real estate. 

¶ The headquarters of a world-renowned non-profit organization (i.e., Habitat for Humanity) are 

located in Americus.   

Weaknesses 

¶ Concerns about the quality of public education system in Sumter County. 

¶ The current state of the downtown area inhibits tourism and economic development.  Concerns 

include the number of empty buildings, the quality of the sidewalks, poor lighting, and the 

presence of trash. 

¶ Lack of businesses with products and hours (e.g., coffee shops, bookstore, etc.) that cater to 

students and young professionals, students leave on the weekends and most students leave 

Americus after graduating from the local college and university.   

¶ Restrictive food/alcohol policies that prohibit bars. 

Opportunities 

¶ With a local college and university located in Americus, there is a potential labor pool of young 

entrepreneurs. 

¶ As the home of the headquarters for Habitat for Humanity, Americus has a foundation for a local 

culture that could support other non-profit organizations. 

¶ Improved investment in and coordination of marketing efforts to potential tourists could benefit 

the entire community.  
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Threats 

¶ Without creating businesses that cater to and create more social opportunities for young 

professionals (e.g., coffee shop, bowling alley), it will be difficult to attract these individuals to 

the community. 

¶ Underachieving school system 

¶ Community division 

¶ Other South Georgia and nearby Alabama cities that may be proactive in creating a sustainable 

economic framework that will attract people and business. 
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What economic opportunities is Americus/Sumter County missing out 

on? 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
We developed three ideas for Americus/Sumter County to consider in its economic development 

strategy: 

1. Promote Americus as a leader in alternative energy.   

2. Encourage the creation and sustainable operation of 501(c)(3) non-profit organizations. 

3. Invest in a comprehensive small business incubator. 

Within each of these ideas, we have outlined our idea, the scope of the initiative, recommended action 

steps, a timeline and budget and identified possible funding opportunities as well as what might be 

measures of success.  
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Promote Americus as a leader in biomass and solar  energy  

Recommendations 

Through embracing and promoting alternative energy, Americus can protect its agricultural heritage and 

character while promoting innovation and leadership in Georgia and the Southeast.  

άDeveloping and commercializing energy solutions can be achieved with less risk at a lower cost in 

DŜƻǊƎƛŀΦ DŜƻǊƎƛŀ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǎƻǳǊŎe of sustainable biomass and has an abundance of 

renewable natural resources such as pine trees, 10 million acres of agricultural land, and new 

alternative energy crops including renewable, fast-growing Giant Miscanthus. 

Energy solution providers are able to accelerate renewable energy solutions in a lower-risk 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǉǳƛŎƪ ŀƴŘ Ŝŀǎȅ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΣ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ DŜƻǊƎƛŀΩǎ ǎƳŀǊǘ ǘŀȄ ƛƴŎŜƴǘƛǾŜǎΣ 

access to the top source for commercial timberland in the U.S., innovative industry research, and 

GeoǊƎƛŀΩǎ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ƭƻƎƛǎǘƛŎǎ άǎǳǇŜǊ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪΦέ 9ƭŜŎǘǊƛŎƛǘȅ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ōŜƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŜƭǇ ǎƻƭŀǊ 

technology manufacturers and renewable energy producers control their operating budgets, as well. 

 

DŜƻǊƎƛŀΩǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ-friendly energy ecosystem lowers costs and increases competitive advantage for 

businesses in the solar, wind, smart grid, biofuel, battery and fuel cell fields. In addition, energy 

solutions providers located in Atlanta join an environment and business culture that leads the nation 

in energy conservation, with more than three million square feŜǘ ƻŦ [995 ŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŜŘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎΦά 

Georgia Department of Economic Development 

http://georgia.org/industries/energy-solutions-environment/Pages/default.aspx 

Scope of the Initiative 

Biomass 

Agriculture is a major part of the lifestyle and heritage of southwest Georgia.  Yet many farmers, 

especially those who manage small farms, struggle to compete with the crop production of large 

corporate farms.  The production of crops for biomass provides a viable alternative to maintain the 

agricultural heritage of the region while moving Georgia away from its current heavy reliance on non-

ǊŜƴŜǿŀōƭŜ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΦ  DŜƻǊƎƛŀΩǎ ŀōǳndant forestry resources are already moving the state forward 

for biomass production.  Georgia Biomass (subsidiary of a German company) built the biomass plant in 

Valdosta, which is the largest one in Georgia.  They export wood pellets for biomass use in Europe.   

http://georgia.org/industries/energy-solutions-environment/Pages/default.aspx
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Forbes magazine ranked Georgia third in the nation for potential biomass energy as measured by the 

amount of biomass available in the state. In addition, Georgia ranks No. 1 in the nation for commercial 

timberland and boasts 10 million acres of agricultural land.3   

Much of the interest in biomass in Georgia seems to be for the production of pellets, for export to 

Europe.  With DŜƻǊƎƛŀΩǎ rail, air and port transportation infrastructure, it has the logistical support 

needed to facilitate wide-ǎǇǊŜŀŘ ŜȄǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ ōƛƻƳŀǎǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άƛƴƭŀƴŘ ǇƻǊǘέ ƛƴ 

Cordele further enhances export capabilities. While this model can help to establish the production side 

of biomass for Georgia, Americus might also utilize the material locally.  The environmental benefits of 

biomass energy production are significantly reduced when the material is exported, especially such long 

distances. 

The Herty Advanced Materials Development Center, located in Savannah, is the U.S. leader in biomass 

technology research.  In fact, in February 2013, Herty announced: 

[It] has opened the first fully-integrated pilot pellet mill in the United States. At a cost of nearly $2 

ƳƛƭƭƛƻƴΣ IŜǊǘȅΩǎ Ǉƛƭƻǘ ǇŜƭƭŜǘ Ƴƛƭƭ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴts an investment in state-of-the-art process equipment that 

is designed to support local and national feedstock suppliers providing them with a facility for 

validating process technology and for engineering pellet design. Herty will work with both 

technology providers and project developers to mitigate risk through pilot scale validation and de-

risk their development projects. Herty will also support researchers working to enhance pellet design 

and develop methods for lowering operating costs.4 

According to the Repreve Renewables website, biomass can be mixed with coal in traditional coal power 

plans without making any alterations to the plant.   

In addition to pellets made from timber, giant miscanthus is an extremely fast-growing perennial hybrid 

grass that is grown specifically for energy production.  Because it is not a food crop, it does not impact 

commercial food markets or prices.  The production of giant miscanthus can enable once active 

agricultural lands to return to very high levels of productivity.  It requires little water and can grow in 

marginal soils.  

                                                           

3 ñGeorgia is a Leader in Biomassò http://www.renewableenergyworld.com/rea/news/article/2010/04/georgia-is-a-leader-in-

biomass 

4 ñ Herty Opens First Fully-integrated Pilot Pellet Mill in U.S.ò 

http://www.herty.com/articles/Pellet%20Line%20Press%20Release%2002042013%20Final%20(2).pdf 
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Source:  http://giantmiscanthus.com/docs/FreedomPolicymaker-PM1010d.pdf 

Solar Energy  

Georgia is tied for 10th among the states with 

the greatest energy potential from solar power, 

according to a sun index developed for the 

National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL) 

using data provided by NREL's Renewable 

Resource Data Center.  In addition, solar 

potential in the southern portion of the state is 

greater than the northern area.  By actively 

promoting or incentivizing the use of solar in 

Americus, the community can become a driving 

force in the widespread adoption of solar across 

the state.   

There are a wide range of job opportunities available in the solar industry.  The chart below, developed 

by the U.S. Department of Energy (http://www1.eere.energy.gov/solar/careermap/), shows the 

diversity of opportunities available.  Working with South Georgia Technical College, roofers, electricians, 

and other skilled workers in the community can receive additional training to accelerate the capacity of 

a trained workforce for solar installations.  With an aggressive goal of solar installations in the 

community ς such as a goal for all buildings in downtown to have solar panels ς Americus could promote 

their embrace of alternative energy sources as a marketing tool for young, progressive audience they 

are looking to attract. 

http://www1.eere.energy.gov/solar/careermap/
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As of September 20125, 

¶ Eighty-six percent of the nearly 14,000 new solar workers added since August 2011 represent 

new jobs, rather than existing positions that have added solar responsibilities. 

¶ Installers added the most solar workers over the past year, more than offsetting declines in 

manufacturing. While this subsector is dominated by small firms, employment is growing most 

dramatically at larger firms, suggesting consolidation and maturation of the installation sector. 

¶ Solar employment is expected to grow by 17.2 percent over the next 12 months, representing 

the addition of approximately 20,000 new solar workers. Forty-four percent of all solar firms 

expect to add solar employees during this period.  

¶ Employers from all of the solar industry subsectors examined in this study expect significant 

employment growth over the next 12 months, with nearly all of them projecting percentage job 

growth in the double-digits. 

¶ Nearly half of installation firms expect to add solar workers in the next year, adding a total of 

nearly 12,000 jobs (21 percent growth year-over-year). 

Solar energy is a major initiative of the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE).  The DOE SunShot Initiative is 

άŀ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎƻƭŀǊ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ Ŏƻǎǘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ōȅ 

the end of the decade. Reducing the installed cost of solar energy systems by about 75% will drive 

widespread, large-scale adoption of this renewable energy technology and restore U.S. leadership in the 

                                                           

5
 http://thesolarfoundation.org/research/national-solar-jobs-census-2012 
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Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŎƭŜŀƴ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ǊŀŎŜΦέ6  According to the website, this initiative has funded $4.3 million in research 

to the Georgia Tech Applied Research Corporation. 

MAGE SOLAR USA, has its US headquarters based in Dublin, Georgia, and offers turn-key PV-solutions 

for residential, commercial, agricultural and utility scale applications.  The presence of a major solar 

manufacturer already in Georgia is a major asset for increasing the potential of solar of Georgia.  

Recommended action steps 

1. Education 

¶ Increase awareness among home builders and contractors about solar, including costs, 

installation and other relevant information. 

¶ Increase awareness among consumers (home owners, commercial building owners, etc.) 

regarding state and federal tax incentives for alternative energy 

2. Enhance the marketplace 

¶ Local government incentives/regulations to promote installation of solar panels, green 

building (such as LEED certification) 

3. Provide training 

¶ Establish Green Building technology program at South Georgia Technical College.  This 

program could be modeled after the program at Savannah Technical College (currently the 

only one in Georgia) 

¶ In the interim, training is currently provided at the Mage Solar Academy.   

4. Identify local sources of biomass 

¶ Work with local farmers who are interested in producing crops/timber for biomass pellet 

production.   

¶ REPREVE Renewables LLC, headquartered in Soperton, Georgia, is a commercial grower of 

giant miscanthus. 

Timeline (including short, medium and long term goals/actions) 

Short-term: 

¶ Create a Steering Committee of representatives from the City, County, Development Authority, 

South Georgia Technical College (SGTC), Georgia Southwestern, and other community partners 

to guide the Alternative Energy Initiative. 

¶ Review the Department of Energy local government toolkit (see resource link below) to develop  

strategies specific to Americus/Sumter County to encourage the use of solar. 

Medium-term: 

                                                           

6
 http://www1.eere.energy.gov/solar/sunshot/index.html 
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¶ Establish partnerships/relationships within the biomass industry to 1) tap into existing resources 

and expertise, and 2) to develop the supply chain from Americus to potential end users.   

¶ Establish job training programs to train/retrain contractors for solar installations. 

¶ Conduct community-wide education campaign about the benefits of alternative energy to 

create demand for solar installations.  

¶ Inventory potential sites for growing biomass (timber and/or giant micanthus). 

Long-term: 

¶ Establish a staff position or responsibilities under an existing position to serve as a point person 

for alternative energy initiatives in the community. 

¶ Create a network of farmers who grow biomass products and work collaboratively to export 

their crops. 

¶ Develop a biomass facility locally. 

 
Possible Funding Opportunities/Resources/Partnerships 

¶ Herty Advanced Materials Development Center (www.herty.com)  

¶ Strategic Energy Institute ς Georgia Tech (http://www.energy.gatech.edu/index.php) 

¶ DŜƻǊƎƛŀΩǎ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ LƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 9ƴŜǊƎȅ όhttp://georgia.org/business-

resources/Pages/georgia-centers-innovation.aspx)  

¶ Georgia Solar (www.gasolar.org)  

Á REPREVE Renewables LLC (http://giantmiscanthus.com/index.html)  

¶ SunShot ς U.S. Dept. of Energy (http://www1.eere.energy.gov/solar/sunshot/index.html)  

¶ U.S. Department of Energy Tool Kit to Build Sustainable Local Solar Markets 

(http://www4.eere.energy.gov/solar/sunshot/resource_center/sites/default/files/solar-

powering-your-community-guide-for-local-governments.pdf) Note:  This is an in-depth guide to 

strategies and case studies for local governments interested in promoting solar in their own 

communities.  Great resource. 

¶ US Green Building Council, Georgia Chapter (www.usgbcga.org) 

¶ Southface (www.southface.org) 

¶ The Solar Foundation (www.solarfoundation.org)   

   

  

http://www.herty.com/
http://www.energy.gatech.edu/index.php
http://georgia.org/business-resources/Pages/georgia-centers-innovation.aspx
http://georgia.org/business-resources/Pages/georgia-centers-innovation.aspx
http://www.gasolar.org/
http://giantmiscanthus.com/index.html
http://www1.eere.energy.gov/solar/sunshot/index.html
http://www4.eere.energy.gov/solar/sunshot/resource_center/sites/default/files/solar-powering-your-community-guide-for-local-governments.pdf
http://www4.eere.energy.gov/solar/sunshot/resource_center/sites/default/files/solar-powering-your-community-guide-for-local-governments.pdf
http://www.usgbcga.org/
http://www.southface.org/
http://www.solarfoundation.org/
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Encourage the creation and sustainable operation of 501(c)(3) non -profit 

organizations  

Recommendation 

Make Americus/Sumter County a friendly and supportive place for 501(c)(3) organizations to start and 

maintain successful operations. 

Scope of Initiative  

Americus is home to several large non-profit organizations, including Habitat for Humanity. If the story 

of Americus is one of being friendly and open to non-profit organizations, we recommend supporting 

and fostering the non-profit culture in a way that attracts other non-profits to Americus. 

¢ŀȄ ŜȄŜƳǇǘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ рлмόŎύόоύ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ wŜǾŜƴǳŜ /ƻŘŜ ŀǊŜ άƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜƭȅ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŜƳǇǘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎΧέ7 These organizations often have a social, economic, 

political or civic mission. A non-profit organization use surplus revenues to achieve its goals rather than 

distributing them as profit or dividends.  

Non-profit organizations do not just provide good to the community, they make good economic sense. 

According to the National Center for Charitable Statistics, nonprofits accounted for 9.2% of all wages 

ŀƴŘ ǎŀƭŀǊƛŜǎ ǇŀƛŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ нлмлΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜǊŜ рΦр҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ D5t ƛƴ нлмнΦ8  In Georgia, 

13.2% of people work in the nonprofit sector.9  

The economic impacts of nonprofit organizations are often given little attention by traditional 

economic theory and applied economics. In fact, policymakers frequently regard the role of 

nonprofits as ancillary to the economic well-being of local communities, choosing instead to focus 

the majority of their time and attention on analyzing and supporting the growth potential of the for-

ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƛƴŜǎǘƛƳŀōƭŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƛƴ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻƴǇǊƻŦƛǘ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

impact in our State.10  

Non-profit organizations provide jobs, the backbone of a successful economic development strategy. In 

ŦŀŎǘΣ ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ /ƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƛƴ {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ нлмн ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ άŀ 

                                                           

7
http://www.irs.gov/Charities-&-Non-Profits/Charitable-Organizations/Exemption-Requirements-Section-501(c)(3)-

Organizations 
8 http://nccs.urban.org/statistics/quickfacts.cfm 
9 The Economic Impact of Georgiaôs Nonprofit Sector, Georgia Center for Nonprofit in Partnership with Georgia Institute of 

Technology, 2012. 
10 The Economic Impact of Georgiaôs Nonprofit Sector, Georgia Center for Nonprofit in Partnership with Georgia Institute of 

Technology, 2012. 
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county with one extra nonprofit per 1,000 people in 2005 would have half a percentage point less 

ǳƴŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ōȅ нллфΦέ11  

Recommended action steps 

1. Provide training and technical assistance to non-profits organizations on relevant nonprofit 

topics to nonprofits leaders. This might include board governance, resource development and 

volunteer management. We do not recommend helping non-profit organizations get started, 

rather, focus on the non-profit organizations that are already in place. Help those strengthen 

and grow through solid strategic planning and resource planning. This type of training could be 

offered through the Chamber of Commerce and offered for a small fee for each participating 

organization and underwritten by a foundation or larger non-profit.   

 

2. Create a system in which non-profits looking for volunteers can connect with citizens who are 

interested in volunteering. ¢ƘŜ άIŀƴŘǎhƴ bŜǘǿƻǊƪέ ƛǎ ŀ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘǎ 

people looking for flexible volunteer opportunities with nonprofit organizations. Currently there 

are HandsOn organizations include locations in Atlanta, Northeast Georgia and Macon. The 

existence of this type of service or organization provides nonprofit organizations with an easy 

way to access potential volunteers. Although the Network is not currently accepting new 

ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ άIŀƴŘǎhƴ !Ŏǘƛƻƴ /ŜƴǘŜǊǎέΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŀƛƭƛƴƎ ƭƛǎǘ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ bŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ 

accepting new members. In the meantime, we recommend recruiting college students or asking 

a group of leaders in the community to begin this work of connecting non-profit organizations 

with volunteers. 

Timeline 

Short-term: 

¶ Research potential training providers, including expertise at existing non-profits 

¶ Survey existing non-profit organizations on training needs 

¶ Identify potential sources of funding to support training program 

¶ Survey existing non-profit organizations on volunteer needs 

¶ Develop web strategy for creating the network 

¶ Identify potential groups capable and interested in working on website 

Medium-term: 

¶ Set schedule of training events 

                                                           

11
 Civic Health and Unemployment II: The Case Builds. Produced by National Conference on Citizenship. 2012 

Issue Brief. 
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¶ Advertise and recruit cohort of non-profit organizations 

¶ Create website 

¶ Recruit volunteers 

Long-term: 

¶ Provide training for cohort of nonprofit leaders 

¶ Investigate possibility of other training, including one time training on key topics of interest 

¶ Provide funding to maintain website 

¶ Promote stories about successful matching of volunteers with organizations 

¶ Recruit businesses to provide incentives to people who volunteer and document volunteer 

hours 

Budget 

¶ Training for existing non-profits: $20,000-$30,000  

¶ Website design and construction for online connection site: $20,000  

Potential Resources 

¶ HandsOn Network 

o http://www.handsonnetwork.org/ 

¶ J.W. Fanning Institute for Leadership Development, University of Georgia 

o www.fanning.uga.edu 

 

Possible Funding Opportunities 

¶ Mattie H. Marshall Foundation 

¶ Local Universities 

¶ Chamber of Commerce 

 

  

http://www.handsonnetwork.org/
http://www.fanning.uga.edu/
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Develop and invest  in a comprehensive small business incubator  

Recommendations/Initiative 

Develop a comprehensive small business incubator to promote local job creation and economic self-

sufficiency - Americus/Sumter County needs an active and strong small business incubator that provides 

technical assistance and support to entrepreneurs interested in starting a business in or relocating to 

the area.   

Scope of the Initiative 

There is currently a business incubator in Americus - Business Expansion Center (BEC) - which is run by 

South Georgia Technical College (SGTC).  The BEC currently gives startup companies free office space, 

and limited business development services.  While there is an unofficial partnership between SGTC and 

Georgia Southwestern (GSW) to provide these services, the BEC could be more effective if a more formal 

relationship were established.  

Currently, the BEC is under the direct supervision of the VP of Economic Development Services at SGTC.  

The incubator has direct access to resources at SGTC, and a loose tie to GSW.   

 

Recommended action steps 

1. Create a joint partnership between GSW and SGTC.  We propose that the incubator become a 

joint partnership between GSW and SGTC.  The space can continue to be provided by SGTC in 

the short term, while the help for business development would be run though GSW's Center for 

Business and Economic Development.  GSW has dedicated staff to business development, as 

well as classes (such as Enactus, formerly Students in Free Enterprise) that could provide 

business help to start ups.  By getting GSW and its students more involved, the business 

incubator will better market the incubator to entrepreneurial minded students at GSW, who 
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may want to try and start a business after graduation, and who may wish to stay in the Americus 

area.   

2. Hire a full-time Executive Director   

 

3. Rebrand BEC with a more memorable and catchier name in order to appeal to creative 

entrepreneurs.  Examples from other cities include: The Innovation Factory (Duluth) and The 

Edge Connection (Kennesaw).   

 

4. Relocate to downtown Americus.  We propose that the incubator relocate to downtown 

Americus for two primary reasons ς to make the incubator more visible to the local community 

members, and to increase tenant occupation in downtown Americus thereby creating more 

vibrancy in the heart of the community.  Examples of colleges supporting incubation growth in 

Ŏƛǘȅ ŎŜƴǘŜǊǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ DŜƻǊƎƛŀ ¢ŜŎƘΩǎ ¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ {ǉǳŀǊŜ ƛƴ ƳƛŘǘƻǿƴ Atlanta and Georgia Southern 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩs Entrepreneurship Center (a.k.a. the E-Zone) in downtown Statesboro.     

Timeline (including short, medium and long term goals/actions) 

Short-term:   

¶ Create joint partnership between GSW and SGTC 

¶ Seek funding for at least the first 3 years of operation 

¶ Hire full-time Executive Director funded by GSW or SGTC or a combination of the two 

Medium-term:  

¶ Rebrand BEC  

¶ Create dedicated website with information, tools and resources for local entrepreneurs 

¶ Create 3-5 year strategic plan  

o While providing resources to all local entrepreneurs, additional services should be 

developed to target low-to-moderate income women and minorities. Providing an 

environment conducive to nurturing underserved entrepreneurs will contribute to local 

economic growth while providing a means to support themselves, their families and 

their communities. 

o While the incubator should help support small businesses that align to the key industries 

in Georgia - including Agribusiness, Arts, Automotive, Energy and Environment, 

Entertainment, Financial Services, Food Processing, Information Technology, Life 

Sciences, Logistics & Transportation, Manufacturing and Tourism ς it should also nurture 

nonprofit startups and businesses unique and specific to Sumter County.    

Long-term: 

¶ Hire additional staff (as appropriate) 
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¶ Relocate to downtown Americus - The City of Americus, Sumter County, and the Americus 

Sumter PDA should partner to pay the rent of a downtown location.  In order to do this without 

affecting their budgets, the BEC should remain at South Georgia Technical College while 

Americus and Sumter County remains an Archway community.  When Americus and Sumter 

County graduate from the Archway program, the city, county, and PDA should divert funds 

currently going to Archway to pay rent for a downtown location for the BEC.  This would be a 

total amount of $30,000, which should cover any downtown rental for the BEC.  If additional 

funds were needed, the Downtown Development Authority could be approached as a potential 

partner, as the increase in jobs at the BEC would generate more foot traffic in the downtown 

area. 

Budget 
 
Staff ($50,000): The incubator needs a full-time staff person that is solely dedicated to fulfilling its 

mission and fundraising including grant funding and low interest loan opportunities.  All requests out of 

the BEC directed to one person will alleviate the burden on the Center for Business and Economic 

Development at GSW, the Economic Development Department at SGTC, and any other locals who 

choose to donate time or resources to the BEC.  This position, depending on which school were able to 

fund it, could report either to Wally Summers at SGTC, or Gaynor Cheokas at GSW.   

Location ($TBD): For the incubator to reach its full potential, it needs more exposure and support from 

the community.  Partner with local architect or architecture program (i.e. GA Tech) to develop space in 

downtown location at free or reduced pricing.  Create innovative space that nurtures local 

entrepreneurs to reach their full potential (i.e. office space with ergonomic desks and chairs, thinking 

couches, roundtable conference rooms, and high-speed internet/video conferencing services).  

Tools/Resources ($TBD): Seek funding for cutting edge technology (i.e. a free Apple computer for each 

entrepreneur with a solid business plan who has been approved for traditional or nontraditional start up 

financing). 

Possible Funding Opportunities/Resources/Partnerships 

Funding for Incubator:  Seek funding from GSW and SGTC as well as government, private, corporate and 

nonprofit funding sources  In addition, a small rental fees could be charged to entrepreneurs who rent 

office space at downtown location.   

Resources: 

¶ North Carolina Business Incubator Association:  http://www.ncincubation.org/  

¶ US Small Business Administration:  http://www.sba.gov/  

¶ Georgia Small Business Resource Directory: http://www.georgia.org/business-resources/small-

business-resources/Pages/default.aspx  

http://www.ncincubation.org/
http://www.sba.gov/
http://www.georgia.org/business-resources/small-business-resources/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.georgia.org/business-resources/small-business-resources/Pages/default.aspx
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Partnerships: 

¶ There are several neighboring small business incubators (for complete list of small business 

incubators in Georgia please see appendix). It is recommended to develop strong partnerships 

with these centers in order to develop similar and complementary services for Americus.   

o Southwest Georgia Business Development Center (Vienna) 

o Columbus Regional Technical Incubator (Columbus) 

o Albany State University Community Dev. Corp. Business Assistance Center (Albany) 

o Microbusiness Enterprise Center (Albany) 

o Georgia Center of Innovation for Agribusiness (Tifton) 

o Fort Valley State University Entrepreneur Center (Fort Valley) 

Expected impact / Measures of Success 

Growth of jobs in Americus by accelerating success of entrepreneurial companies through an innovative 

array of business support resources and service 
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BACKGROUND/INTRODUCTION 
 
[ƛƪŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƻǿƴǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘΣ !ƳŜǊƛŎǳǎΩ ǊƛǎŜ ǿŀǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

railroads, sparking a time of economic expansion and employment opportunities for much of southwest 

Georgia. Prior to this, Americus was primarily a courthouse town and existed in the shadow on 

neighboring Danville, located on the Flint River. Between 1850 and 1860 the number of Americus 

residents increased twentyfold.  

The outbreak of the Civil War resulted in nearby Camp Sumter serving as a prison for Union soldiers, a 

historic site visited by many tourists to this day. During the war, the entire town of Americus was 

converted to a large-scale Confederate hospital.  

¢ƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŀƴŘΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴ ǎŀǿ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ education 

with the creation of the Third District Agricultural and Mechanical School (now Georgia Southwestern 

State University) and the South Georgia Trade and Vocational School (now South Georgia Technical 

College). These early investments in education ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ.  

Located amongst a number of historic sites (political, military, agricultural, and philanthropic), and 

hosting a wealth of antebellum and Victorian architecture, Americus enters the twenty-first century with 

the most diversified economy in its history. Yet the decline in domestic manufacturing has resulted in 

ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳƛƴƎƭȅ ōȅ ŀƎǊƛōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΦ wŜƳŀǊƪŀōƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ 

remained stagnant for 100 years. Indeed, despite significant institutions like Georgia Southwestern and 

South Georgia Technical College, Americus has had a difficult time attracting and keeping young people. 
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How Can Americus and Sumter County attract and retain the young, 

entrepreneurial and retirees?  

The urbanization of America coupled with cycles of recession has left many rural downtowns with empty 

storefronts, a lack of vibrancy, and a small tax base. Rural America is struggling to compete with the 

employment and cultural offerings of larger metropolitan areas that attract a young, educated 

workforce. Americus and Sumter County can make themselves attractive to young people, 

entrepreneurs, and retirees by launching initiatives to (1) bring people and businesses back to 

downtown, and (2) establish and promote Americus and Sumter County as the healthiest community 

in Georgia. 

Following the industrial revolution, downtowns were the lifeblood of the city, giving birth to a period of 

iconic architecture, robust infrastructure, and walkability creating a thriving, vibrant cultural base. 

However, globalization and technological advances caused many of the factories and mills to close 

doors, forcing a large share of the labor force to migrate to larger cities for employment opportunities 

often in the service sector and other white collar jobs. Rural towns have yet to regain this demographic 

on a significant scale, and the resulting strain on rural downtowns is seen throughout the country.  

!ƳŜǊƛŎǳǎΩ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƛǎ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳƛƴƎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ. With less day-to-day interaction or 

office space needed in this industry, the town sees continued geographic division, lessening the 

likelihood of residents traveling into the downtown area.  

Coming out of the recession, many towns within the Sun Belt are seeing revitalization in downtown 

areas, as these cities now realize the downtown core is truly the face and brand for an area. 

Demographic trends continue to support migration trends to the Sun Belt as people seek more a 

temperate climate. Larger cities are attempting to recreate the historic architecture and wide streets 

seen in small town America. A healthy downtown core is a vital piece in any economic development 

strategy. A vibrant, cultural experience draws young professionals, encourages a healthy tourism 

economy, and increases city revenues through increased tax values. This project highlights approaches 

ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛǘŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ Řƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ άƳŀƛƴ ǎǘǊŜŜǘέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ continued success of Americus. 

Economic vitality, sense of place, and physical and mental health are all interrelated contributors to 

quality of life for a community. Approaching health, wellness, and community vibrancy together, in a 

diverse and comprehensive proposal, gives the region the strongest vision for the future, in order to 

keep and attract the young people, entrepreneurs, and retirees. What follows are two proposals for 

drawing this target audience to Americus and Sumter County: Main Street Americus and DŜƻǊƎƛŀΩǎ 

Healthiest Community.  
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DRIVING COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
 
In its historical downtown, Americus is blessed with a tremendous asset that many larger metropolitan 

areas invest millions in attempts to recreate: walkable streets, beautiful architecture, street-front retail 

and density. We propose an economic development strategy built upon leveraging this fixed asset, and 

ǘƘŜ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ŀǎǎŜǘ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΣ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ǾƛōǊŀƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ŎƛǘȅΣ 

further enhancing the appeal of the region across all demographics. The overall goals of the proposal 

include: 

¶ Revive and repurpose past public engagement initiatives 

¶ Cultivate mass appeal for businesses and consumers in the downtown area 

¶ /ǳƭǘƛǾŀǘŜ ŀ άǾƻƛŎŜέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Řƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ ŀǊŜŀΥ ŀ ōǊŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƻǿƴŜŘ ōy its citizens  

¶ Foster community engagement focusing on a no- or low-cost model 

¶ Protect and improve the existing assets of the downtown area 

 

     

 

To begin any sort of community outreach project, Americus must first understand the drivers in the 

community. We propose beginning by first identifying all key decision makers and influencers in the 

community; creating a document listing all key business owners, philanthropic and community leaders, 

political leaders, real estate property owners, key corporate citizens, and prominent citizens. From this 

group of influence, identify ten (10) committed and engaged to serve as the core principle. Each 

member of this group is then assigned a small number of additional members (3-5). This pattern may 

continue until the initial pool of influence is complete, but with a different object then past initiatives. 

The primary purpose of the group is to foster a proactive approach to community engagement.  

 


