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About the Scorecard
The Regional Economic Development Scorecard was created in 2015 by 

the Wilmington Chamber’s flagship initiative, Cape Fear Future, to provide 

a baseline to develop goals that will encourage economic progress. The 

Scorecard is an objective depiction of where our region stands against 

peer cities that compete with us for skilled workers, new businesses and 

entrepreneurs. This 3rd Annual Scorecard contains data from key areas of 

economic development: human capital, innovation, entrepreneurship, quality 

of place and traded sector. The research, conducted by Dr. Adam Jones and 

UNCW’s Swain Center, reflects data collected for Brunswick, New Hanover 

and Pender Counties. 

About the Wilmington  
Chamber of Commerce
The Wilmington Chamber is the largest membership-

based business association in Southeastern NC. We 

position our community for prosperity by cultivating 

business growth. Achieving that vision includes 

effectively advocating on behalf of business, promoting 

the region and the assets within, fostering and 

developing leaders, and ensuring our workforce is well developed and trained.

How Do We Define the “Wilmington Region?”
Historically, the Wilmington Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) has been 

comprised of New Hanover, Pender, and Brunswick Counties. In 2012, the 

federal Office of Management & Budget removed Brunswick County from 

the Wilmington MSA and realigned it as part of the Myrtle Beach MSA. 

Nonetheless, for purposes of this Scorecard, it was determined that, where 

feasible, Brunswick County should be included in the Wilmington Region data. 

Much of the data reported in this Scorecard is available on a county level and 

aggregated by us to the three-county “Wilmington Region.” However, Gross 

Regional Product, a major economic indicator, is only available at the MSA 

level. Therefore, Brunswick County’s contribution to the Wilmington Region’s 

GRP is determined through estimation. In instances where data is reported 

only on an MSA level and no estimation has been made for Brunswick County, 

the two-county (New Hanover and Pender) data is indicated by the notation 

“Wilmington MSA.”
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Introduction

Key Takeaways
Wilmington’s gross regional product has increased and is keeping pace with 

our peer cities; economic growth is steady, outperforming that of the state 

and nation. However, there are areas of concern in relation to where that 

growth is occurring. Our Quality of Place index continues to improve, but 

has not correlated to an increase in higher paying tech and business service 

sector jobs. 

1. Employment: The Wilmington Region lost ground in knowledge 

workers in both relative terms and in number of jobs. Employment growth 

is primarily occurring in lower-paying sectors. 

2. Pay Growth: Anemic growth in average annual pay has resulted in the 

Region lagging all peer cities in the study, dropping three spots over the 

last year to last place. 

3. Entrepreneurship: The Region continues to outperform our peers in 

this index due to our strong pool of small businesses. However, business 

services employment declined in relative terms, placing us even further 

below the national average. 

4. Traded Sector Businesses: Traded sector employment remained flat 

and was virtually unchanged compared to our peers.  

5. Quality of Place: Significant improvement in violent crime rates, 

continued strength in healthcare access, and relatively short commute 

times helped the Region’s standings in this index, moving us up two spots 

to second place.
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About Cape Fear Future

The Chamber’s flagship initiative, Cape Fear Future (CFF), began as an idea 

developed at the Wilmington Chamber’s 2006 Retreat to further develop our 

knowledge sector economy to promote economic development and ensure 

future prosperity in the region. CFF aims to help the region keep stride 

with globalization and remain competitive with other cities vying for skilled 

workers.

In 2017, CFF launched its most ambitious project to date, creating a 

regional marketing initiative to highlight the area as a great place to do 

business. CFF garnered the support of area governments and economic 

development organizations for the branding concept: Choose Cape Fear. 

The campaign began in May 2017 and included the creation of a microsite, 

media outreach, print and digital advertising, events surrounding the Wells 

Fargo Championship, and much more. Media outreach has led to a feature 

article in Site Selection magazine, a listing in Business Xpansion Journal, and 

significant local news coverage. Choose Cape Fear has also helped bring 

together the economic development organizations in the region to share 

thoughts and develop a more cohesive message.

Publication of the Regional Economic Scorecard continues to be one of CFF’s 

most noteworthy projects and, with this third edition, is now providing trends 

in the selected metrics. Business, governmental, community and academic 

leaders use the unbiased data to help focus efforts to address our challenges 

and take advantage of strengths.

Other priority areas for CFF 

include projects designed to 

enhance quality of life, expand 

and support entrepreneurship, 

and improve education and 

workforce development. 

Improving area amenities helps 

attract and retain knowledge 

sector workers, which led CFF 

to advocate for additional open 

space and a signature park 

downtown. That advocacy 

helped aid the expansion and 

revitalization of Riverfront Park 

and the purchase of new park 

space for the North Waterfront 

Park. To affect change in downtown 

crime, CFF worked with local law enforcement to advocate for and 

ultimately achieve ABC reform to allow police in bars downtown.

Promoting entrepreneurship has been achieved by providing significant 

funding for UNCW’s Center for Innovation and Entrepreneurship, and being 

a Founding Partner of the Cucalorus Connect conference for three years 

running.

Improving K-12 education through STEM (science, technology, engineering, 

mathematics) integration will better prepare and equip our future workforce. 

CFF started the STEM program Project Lead The Way at Trask Middle School 

and funded the program for 6th-8th grade classes. To address educational 

challenges for at-risk youth, CFF hosted the Crime Hurts Kids…and Business 

event to fund the Youth Enrichment Zone Summer Initiative aimed at 

reducing summer learning loss. 

CFF continues to expand on these initiatives and create new ways to 

positively influence our competitive stance in attracting skilled workforce and 

positioning our community as a great place to do business.

The Choose Cape Fear regional marketing 
campaign was introduced at the Chamber Annual 
Meeting in 2017.



Our Comparative Locations

Model for Economic Prosperity
Economic Development Outcome
• Economic Output

• Employment

• Earnings & Income

Environment for Development
• Industrial Composition

• Physical Infrastructure

• Social, Cultural &  

Institutional Environment

Competitiveness Inputs
• Human Capital

• Innovative Activity

• Entrepreneurial Environment

• Quality of Place

For the First Annual Regional Economic Scorecard, a task force of business and community leaders selected seven metropolitan 

areas based on population size and a mix of economic assets comparable to the Wilmington Region to act as our peer cities. 

Charleston and Raleigh were selected as aspirational cities due to their exceptional growth and ability to maintain quality of place. 

The same group of peer and aspirational cities has been used for the Second and Third Annual Scorecards, as well. 

AspirationalComparative

Chattanooga, TN
higher education, tourism, 

arts and culture, and historic, 
redeveloped waterfront

Roanoke, VA
healthcare, tech research, 

high education

Asheville, NC
higher education, healthcare, 

arts and culture, tourism, 
entrepreneurial environment

Pensacola, FL
tourism, arts and culture, 
business growth, seaport, 

coastal location

Mobile, AL
seaport, transportation, coastal 
location, manufacturing, foreign 

investment presence

Savannah, GA
seaport, working river, military, 

creative economy, tourism 
industry, coastal location

Myrtle Beach, SC
tourism, entertainment

Charleston, SC
tourism, strong manufacturing 

base, seaport, higher education, 
coastal location, working river

Raleigh, NC
higher education, technology, 

pharmaceutical and 
telecommunications industries

How to Read the Data
The report examines many indicators of regional economic competitiveness.  Each 

indicator is compared to the national average.  For example, an index of 110 for our 

region means that our region is performing 10% above the U.S. average. Likewise, an 

index of 90 means our region is performing 10% below the U.S. average.

The report follows the Model for Economic Prosperity Pyramid developed by Clemson 

University professors David Barkley and Mark Henry and research assistant Rebekka 

Dudensing, which illustrates the building blocks of economic success. The Economic 

Scorecard assesses the economic development outcomes and competitiveness inputs 

from the top and bottom of the pyramid model.

The data presented in this Scorecard reveal trends over time in the regional economy 

rather than immediate changes. Because of the time lag in data availability, this 2017 

reports highlights data captured from 2011-2016.
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The Indicators
Gross Regional Product Growth, 2010-2015

Gross regional product is the economic value 

produced in a region; it is the value of all final 

goods and services produced within a region in a 

given time period net of inputs produced in other 

regions.

Gross Regional Product Per Capita 
Growth, 2010-2015 

Here, the economic value created in a region 

is scaled by the region’s population. This is a 

measure of productivity of a region and allows for 

comparisons with different-sized regions.

Employment Growth, 2010-2015
A measurement of the change in the  

amount of employment in a region.

Average Annual Pay Growth, 2010-2015
Measures the growth of the average annual wage 

and/or salary. Growth in average annual pay provides 

a perspective on how labor-related income has 

changed during the period.

Per Capita Income Growth, 2010-2015
Measures a region’s purchasing power on a per 

capita basis. Per capita income is calculated as 

total income from all sources for a region divided 

by its number of residents.

Raleigh

Charleston

Savannah

Wilmington Area
Asheville

Myrtle Beach

Chattanooga

Pensacola

Mobile

Roanoke

Raleigh

Charleston

Savannah

Myrtle Beach

Wilmington Area
Asheville

Chattanooga

Pensacola

Roanoke

Mobile

Myrtle Beach

Chattanooga

Charleston

Raleigh

Savannah

Roanoke

Mobile

Pensacola

Asheville

Wilmington Area

Charleston

Asheville

Chattanooga

Wilmington Area
Roanoke

Myrtle Beach

Raleigh

Savannah

Pensacola

Mobile

             29.2%

       27.0%

      26.7%

             23.3%

  18.2%

                17.4%

              16.8%

      13.8%

               10.6%

              10.4%

                 16.5%

              15.4%

         13.8%

     12.8%

                   12.5%

   11.9%

         10.0%

      8.4%

   7.4%

2.9%

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis

Savannah

Raleigh

Charleston, SC

Chattanooga

Asheville

Wilmington Area
Mobile

Roanoke

Pensacola

Myrtle Beach

18.2%

15.8%

13.2%

12.7%

12.7%

11.2%

7.5%

7.5%

3.7%

3.1%

               20.5%

         17.7%

     16.1%

                 15.7%

            15.0%

          14.7%

       13.6%

  12.0%

                11.5%

               11.2%

13.4%

13.3%

13.0%

12.9%

12.2%

11.5%

11.4%

10.7%

10.6%

7.8%

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics

Economic Development Outcomes
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84
Myrtle Beach 100

Wilmington Region
The Trend:

9 point loss since 2010
75 125

90
Mobile

91
Pensacola

95
Chattanooga

99
Savannah

118
Raleigh

100
Wilmington  
& Asheville

100
U.S. Avg

103
Roanoke & Charleston

3
Point loss  

from last year
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Human Capital Index

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics/US Census Bureau Source: US Census Bureau Source: US Census Bureau Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics

The Rankings for Each Indicator

The importance: A skilled workforce is crucial to the success of existing 

businesses and attracting employers in target industries.  Through the creativity and 

knowledge of their workers, businesses can identify and pursue new opportunities 

and overcome challenges.

1. Raleigh ................................................... 121.9
2. Roanoke ................................................ 116.0
3. Charleston ............................................101.3
4. Wilmington ....................................99.5
5. Chattanooga ....................................... 98.0
6. Savannah ...............................................95.7
7. Asheville.................................................95.3
8. Mobile .................................................... 88.3
9. Pensacola .............................................. 77.9
10. Myrtle Beach ....................................... 60.6

1. Raleigh ..................................................103.6
2. Pensacola ............................................103.1
3. Charleston ...........................................102.9
4. Savannah .............................................102.3
5. Roanoke ...............................................102.2
6. Wilmington .................................. 102.0
7. Asheville................................................101.8
8. Myrtle Beach ....................................... 99.7
9. Chattanooga ....................................... 99.4
10. Mobile .................................................... 98.8

1. Raleigh .................................................. 145.4
2. Charleston ...........................................108.6
3. Asheville...............................................102.1
4. Wilmington ..................................100.0
5. Savannah ...............................................97.6
6. Roanoke .................................................92.1
7. Pensacola ..............................................83.8
8. Chattanooga .........................................81.2
9. Myrtle Beach ........................................74.1
10. Mobile .....................................................73.6

1. Roanoke ................................................101.0
2. Asheville.............................................. 100.8
3. Charleston .......................................... 100.8
4. Raleigh ................................................. 100.6
5. Pensacola ........................................... 100.1
6. Chattanooga ....................................... 99.9
7. Savannah .............................................. 99.7
8. Wilmington ....................................99.7
9. Myrtle Beach ....................................... 99.0
10. Mobile .....................................................97.9

KNOWLEDGE WORKERS, 2016
Ratio of local to national percentage of population (ages 25-64) 

employed in occupations requiring specialized knowledge, 
such as management, finance, math, science, engineering, 

healthcare, etc.

HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATES, 2015
Ratio of local to national percentage of adult population  

(ages 25-64) with at least a high school diploma.

COLLEGE GRADUATES, 2015
Ratio of local to national percentage of adult population  

(ages 25-64) with a Bachelor’s degree or higher.

EMPLOYMENT RATE, 2016
Ratio of local to national percentage of labor force  

that is actively employed.
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“Area employers receive great 

benefit from our local colleges 

and universities. These fine 

schools provide a supply of 

individuals ready for hiring in 

local businesses. Our company 

has hired numerous graduates in 

all fields from local schools and 

they have been a key component 

in our staffing. Expanding and 

improving the offerings at our 

educational institutions to keep 

pace with technology advances 

and changes in the marketplace 

is necessary to continue to 

produce the workforce required 

to keep and attract business. 

We must continue to involve 

business leaders in discussions as 

programs and degree options are 

considered.”

Joe Calcutt
Chief Financial Officer,  
Liberty Healthcare

• Construction of an Advanced & Emerging 

Technologies Building, Veterinary Tech Building, and 

Heavy Equipment and Transportation Technology 

Building on the North Campus of CFCC that will be 

used to expand current job training programs and 

provide space for customized industry training

• Addition of Data Science as a new graduate-level 

program at UNCW; first class enrolled Fall 2017

• Partnership between New Hanover County Schools 

and CFCC to create a Career and Technical 

Education (CTE) high school that will serve New 

Hanover and Pender County students on the North 

Campus of CFCC

A Closer Look
An Economy In Transition

The traded sector mix in our Region is changing as the nation continues its evolution toward 

a service-based economy. These changes are particularly pronounced in our Region. We have 

become less reliant on traditional manufacturing and more reliant on areas such as business 

services and tourism. This shift is not without challenges, as many of the new service jobs pay less 

than the Region’s average wage, reducing overall wage growth.

• Addition of new Master’s Degree programs at 

UNCW in Business Analytics, Finance & Investment 

and/or Coastal Engineering

• UNCW received a $5 million gift commitment 

from Quality Chemical Laboratories to support 

the development of new 

programs related to 

pharmaceutical sciences 

and chemistry. The gift 

is the largest outright 

philanthropic commitment 

by a corporate donor in 

UNCW’s history.

Progress Potential

Employment Ranking 1998 - 2015

1. Upstream Chemical Products

2. Distribution and Electronic Commerce

3. Business Services

4. Education and Knowledge Creation

5. Vulcanized and Fired Materials

6. Hospitality and Tourism

7. Aerospace Vehicles and Defense

8. Financial Services

9. Water Transportation

10. Construction Products and Services

1. Business Services

2. Distribution and Electronic Commerce

3. Hopitality and Tourism

4. Communications and Equipment Services

5. Education and Knowledge Creation

6. Construction Products and Services

7. Financial Services

8. Water Transportation

9. Electric Power Generations and Transmission

10. Transportation and Logistics

Source: clustermapping.us
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Myrtle Beach

30
Savannah

21
Asheville

0

51
Mobile

36
Pensacola

60
Wilmington

188
Raleigh

100
U.S. Avg

38
Roanoke

33
Chattanooga 60

Wilmington
The Trend:

19 point loss since 2010
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Innovative Activity Index

The Rankings for Each Indicator

The importance: Innovation is a critical aspect of developing a 

region’s competitive advantage.  An environment that generates new 

ideas encourages the creation of new businesses and new products 

and processes for existing businesses, resulting in new and higher 

wage jobs for area residents.

1. Raleigh .................................................. 183.3
2. Charleston ...........................................109.2
3. Mobile .....................................................85.1
4. Chattanooga ........................................83.5
5. Savannah ................................................81.8
6. Roanoke .................................................79.2
7. Wilmington Region ......................75.8
8. Pensacola ............................................. 56.4
9. Asheville.................................................53.4
10. Myrtle Beach ....................................... 30.3

1. Charleston ........................................... 178.6
2. Wilmington Region .......................81.3
3. Raleigh ................................................... 70.1
4. Mobile ..................................................... 37.9
5. Chattanooga ..........................................8.6
6. Savannah ................................................. 3.7
7. Roanoke ................................................... 3.5
8. Pensacola ................................................ 2.7
9. Myrtle Beach .......................................... 2.0
10. Asheville...................................................0.1

1. Raleigh ................................................. 259.2
2. Roanoke ................................................ 68.1
3. Wilmington Region ......................32.3
4. Asheville.................................................28.8
5. Pensacola ..............................................25.1
6. Savannah ................................................21.6
7. Charleston ............................................ 20.9
8. Chattanooga ....................................... 20.3
9. Myrtle Beach .........................................16.0
10. Mobile .......................................................9.9

1. Raleigh ................................................. 239.1
2. Mobile ......................................................71.5
3. Pensacola ...............................................61.1
4. Wilmington Region ......................52.3
5. Charleston .............................................38.4
6. Chattanooga ....................................... 20.5
7. Savannah ............................................... 14.8
8. Myrtle Beach .......................................... 3.9
9. Asheville...................................................0.0
10. Roanoke ...................................................0.0

EMPLOYMENT IN TECHNICAL POSITIONS, 2016
Ratio of local to national percentage of employment in 

computer, science, and engineering occupations.

NIH/NSF/NEA FUNDING, 2016
Ratio of local to national funding from  

NIH, NSF, and NEA per local job.

PATENTS ISSUED, 2015
Ratio of local to national number of patents issued 

 in an area per 10,000 workers.

SCIENCE RELATED GRADUATE STUDENTS, 2015
Ratio of local to national graduate students in health science, 

science, and engineering per 10,000 residents.

87
Charleston

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics Source: NIH, NSF, NEA, Bureau of Economic Analysis Source: U.S. Patent & Trademark Office,  
Bureau of Labor Statistics

Source: NSF Survey of Graduate Students and 
Postdocs in Science and Engineering

9
Point loss  

from last year

200
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 “The research conducted 

at UNCW is a prime target 

for commercialization.  But 

the funding gap that occurs 

from the initial research being 

conducted to the realization of 

a commercially viable product 

or service is an obstacle. Several 

important steps have been taken 

in the past 12 to 18 months to 

increase the amount of research 

commercialization in the area.  In 

particular, local entrepreneurial 

support agencies have focused 

attention on the importance of 

getting more SBIR/STTR funding 

in the region.  We need to do 

more to attract angel investors 

and grant programs to fund 

these important mileposts in the 

commercialization roadmap.”

Ron Vetter
Associate Provost for Research,  
Dean of the Graduate School, UNCW

A Closer Look
Fish 2.0

By hosting a regional track of the international Fish 

2.0 competition in 2017—and having finalists from 

Wilmington—UNCW and other sponsoring organizations 

have set the stage for further expansion of the 

sustainable seafood industry locally. Fish 2.0 was 

established to build the knowledge and connections 

needed to increase investor interest in sustainable 

seafood businesses and improve the competitor’s 

business models. Out of 40 ventures globally that headed 

to the Fish 2.0 finals at Stanford University in November 

2017, eight (20%) were from the regional track hosted 

locally, four out of those eight were from North Carolina 

(10% of the total finalists), and two of the NC firms were 

from Wilmington: ShellTrak and ShellBond. 

UNCW and Marine Bio-Technologies Center of Innovation 

(MBCOI) hosted a 12-state region and kicked off the 

competition with a workshop to help participants craft 

their business models and hone their business plans. 

UNCW CIE Director Diane Durance and MBCOI worked 

with participants throughout North Carolina to prepare 

them to be successful in developing plans that would be 

attractive to investors. Hosting and having success in the 

Fish 2.0 competition has energized the marine science 

and aquaculture ventures throughout our region. Even 

those that did not make the Fish 2.0 finals achieved 

milestones such as acquiring leases and land to expand 

their businesses.

With an array of marine science resources—such as the 

UNCW Center for Marine Sciences, CREST Research 

Park (featuring MARBIONIC and the Shellfish Research 

Hatchery), MBCOI, NC Biotechnology Center, and the NC 

Aquarium at Ft. Fisher—our area has the tools in place to 

encourage growth in marine-related businesses.

Progress Potential
• Joint venture between First 

Data and Live Oak Bancshares 

to create Apiture, which will 

combine both companies’ 

digital banking platforms, 

products and services to create 

an online tool 

• SeaTox Research Inc., a biotechnology research and 

development company, received a Phase II STTR 

grant of $1.47 million

• Lapetus Solutions, a company focused on the 

development of life event products and solutions 

for the insurance and financial services industries, 

received $3.4 million in private funding

• Creation of Coworx, a collaborative think-tank and 

co-working space located in the Cargo District (16th 

and Queen), in an eco-friendly village crafted from 

upcycled shipping containers and reclaimed buildings
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87
Chattanooga

91
Asheville

85
Pensacola
& Mobile

92
Myrtle Beach

76
Savannah

80
Roanoke 

95
Charleston & Raleigh

100
U.S. Avg

98
Wilmington

98
Wilmington

The Trend:

2 point loss since 2010
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Entrepreneurial Environment Index

The Rankings for Each Indicator

The importance: Entrepreneurs 

flourish in a supportive environment and 

create new opportunities for the region.

1. Myrtle Beach ...................................... 134.2
2. Wilmington Region ..................... 131.8
3. Asheville................................................ 119.5
4. Pensacola ............................................. 115.5
5. Charleston ...........................................106.7
6. Raleigh ..................................................102.4
7. Savannah .............................................. 94.4
8. Roanoke ................................................ 90.7
9. Mobile .................................................... 90.3
10. Chattanooga .........................................81.4

1. Myrtle Beach ...................................... 134.0
2. Wilmington Region ..................... 131.6
3. Asheville................................................ 119.4
4. Pensacola ............................................. 115.4
5. Charleston ...........................................106.5
6. Raleigh ..................................................102.3
7. Savannah .............................................. 94.4
8. Roanoke ................................................ 90.8
9. Mobile .................................................... 90.3
10. Chattanooga .........................................81.4

1. Chattanooga ...................................... 129.3
2. Charleston ...........................................102.0
3. Asheville................................................ 90.3
4. Mobile, .....................................................81.5
5. Myrtle Beach ........................................76.2
6. Wilmington Region .......................71.0
7. Raleigh ................................................... 69.9
8. Savannah ...............................................63.7
9. Roanoke ..................................................61.8
10. Pensacola ...............................................51.6

1. Raleigh .................................................. 107.3
2. Mobile .....................................................79.7
3. Roanoke ................................................. 77.2
4. Charleston ............................................ 66.5
5. Pensacola .............................................. 57.5
6. Wilmington Region ......................55.8
7. Chattanooga ....................................... 54.8
8. Savannah .............................................. 50.8
9. Asheville................................................ 34.1
10. Myrtle Beach ........................................23.1

CONCENTRATION OF SMALL TO MID-SIZE 
BUSINESSES, 2015

Local ratio of small to mid-size firms per 1,000 employees 
relative to the national ratio.

TOTAL ESTABLISHMENTS, 2015
Local ratio of total establishments per 1,000 employees  

relative to the national reserve.

PROPRIETOR’S INCOME SHARE, 2015
Business owners’ income as a percentage of the total income  

for the area relative to the national percentage.

BUSINESS SERVICES, 2015
Percentage of local business services employment to total 

employment relative to the national percentage.

Source: US Census Bureau Source: US Census Bureau Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis Source: US Cluster Mapping
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“There is a growing 

entrepreneurial movement in 

Wilmington, and we’re also 

fortunate to have a growing 

group of advisors willing to help 

new business ventures.  Groups 

like the CIE at UNCW and 

the local community colleges 

have provided mentorship and 

incentives for new entrepreneurs.  

I see great opportunity in 

tourism and hospitality, the craft 

brewery industry, and technical 

companies involving the marine 

environment.”

Dr. Jennifer McCall
CEO, SeaTox Research, Inc.

The data in these charts provide proof of what many 

of us feel: our business community is small-business 

oriented and young. In many ways, Southeastern North 

Carolina is a region of opportunity, and supports the 

notion that if you cannot find the opportunity you are 

looking for, create it. The overarching question, however, 

is whether this is a sign of strong entrepreneurial activity 

and growth, or is it a sign that we aren’t growing our local 

businesses and attracting larger companies. We are home 

to many small businesses, some of whom may have the 

potential to grow and fill the shortfall of large firms in the 

Region. While a mix of business size is important, large 

firms can realize economies of scale and generate the 

profits necessary to raise wages in the region. This should 

be an area studied more closely, as we need to continue 

to foster ways to help our local businesses grow. 

A Closer Look
Our Small and Young Business Community

2014 Firm Age by Metro

 MSA Average Firm Age

 Mobile 19.3

 Roanoke 18.9

 Chattanooga 18.0

 Savannah 16.4

 Pensacola 16.3

 Asheville 15.3

 Charleston 14.8

 Myrtle Beach 14.7

 Wilmington 14.5

 Raleigh 13.7

Progress Potential
• Wilmington Chamber launches “Choose Cape Fear” 

regional marketing campaign highlighting the area 

as a great place to do business and brings regional 

economic developers together on similar messaging

• Third Annual Cape Fear Region Minority Enterprise 

Development Week held to recognize achievements 

of local minority entrepreneurs, provide networking 

and present workshops

• Formation of “The Coalition” among eight area 

entrepreneurial support organizations to make 

resources more visible to start-ups, leverage services 

that the organizations provide, and co-promote 

events

Size of Wilmington businesses  
compared to the U.S. average
U.S. Average = 100
Note: Scores lower than 100 mean a lower  
concentration of businesses than U.S. average

1-4 
Employees

5-9 
Employees

10-19 
Employees

20-49 
Employees

50-99
Employees

100+
Employees

99.3
109.4

104.1
96.0

80.3

61.7

U.S. Average
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95
Pensacola

116
Asheville

111
Roanoke

115
Wilmington

104
Charleston  
& Savannah

98
Raleigh

113
Myrtle Beach

90
Mobile

89
Chattanooga

100
U.S. Avg
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Quality of Place Index

The Rankings for Each Indicator

The importance: Highly educated workers aren’t bound by location; 

strong demand nationally and globally for skilled labor allows them 

to choose where to live and work.  To attract and retain a talented 

workforce, maintaining a good quality of place is essential.

1. Myrtle Beach .......................184.7
2. Asheville................................139.7
3. Wilmington Region ....... 128.4
4. Raleigh ..................................... 111.9
5. Charleston ............................. 98.3
6. Pensacola .............................. 89.4
7. Savannah ................................ 81.9
8. Chattanooga ........................ 75.3
9. Mobile ..................................... 55.8
10. Roanoke ................................. 58.5

1. Asheville................................. 121.0
2. Roanoke ................................. 117.7
3. Myrtle Beach ........................115.3
4. Wilmington Region ........114.6
5. Mobile .....................................113.6
6. Chattanooga ........................113.6
7. Pensacola ..............................113.3
8. Savannah ............................. 109.2
9. Charleston ............................102.8
10. Raleigh ....................................101.0

1. Savannah ..............................126.7
2. Roanoke ................................ 122.8
3. Raleigh ................................... 107.5
4. Wilmington Region ......... 97.5
5. Charleston .............................96.2
6. Asheville.................................90.7
7. Myrtle Beach ........................ 89.7
8. Pensacola ...............................72.7
9. Mobile ...................................... 71.4
10. Chattanooga ........................64.8

1. Myrtle Beach ........................ 112.6
2. Wilmington Region .........111.3
3. Charleston ........................... 104.1
4. Pensacola ............................ 100.9
5. Savannah ............................. 100.9
6. Roanoke ............................... 104.5
7. Mobile ...................................... 91.9
8. Asheville.................................90.6
9. Chattanooga ........................ 76.8
10. Raleigh .................................... 76.6

1. Roanoke ................................ 152.5
2. Asheville................................138.9
3. Wilmington Region ....... 120.8
4. Mobile .....................................118.6
5. Charleston ............................. 117.6
6. Chattanooga ........................116.3
7. Savannah ..............................102.4
8. Pensacola ..............................99.3
9. Raleigh ..................................... 91.0
10. Myrtle Beach ........................ 62.7

CULTURE AND RECREATION, 2015
Percent of employment in the arts, entertainment, 
and recreation relative to the national percentage.

HEALTHCARE ACCESS, 2015
Number of healthcare practitioner and technician 

positions per capita relative to the national average.

RUSH HOUR TRAVEL TIMES, 2015
Average commute time of workers leaving home 

between 6:00-8:30 AM relative to the national 
average (a higher index means less travel time).

AIR QUALITY, 2016
Percentage of days with air quality measured  

as “good” relative to the national average.

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis Source: US Census Bureau Source: Federal Bureau of 
Investigation/ICPSR

Source: US Environmental  
Protection Agency

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics,
U.S. Census Bureau

CRIME RATE, 2014
Violent crimes per capita relative to the national 

crime rate (a higher index means less crime).

115
Wilmington

The Trend:

6 point gain since 2010

1
Point gain  

from last year
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“Surveys have shown that 

more than half of the 

millennial population prefers 

to live in walkable, mixed-use 

neighborhoods. The trend in 

our area to build these kinds of 

developments is a positive sign 

that we are creating the types 

of amenities that the future 

workforce seeks, which will make 

it easier for area companies to 

attract and retain these skilled 

workers. Supporting mixed-use 

projects will also help manage 

the significant growth expected 

in our region over the next 20 

years.”

 

Kimberly Bankston
GM Human Resources
GE Hitachi

A Closer Look
Growing Mixed-Use

Project Grace
Project Grace encompasses a full city block in downtown 

Wilmington that is currently owned by New Hanover 

County. The property is home to a branch of the public 

library and a parking deck. By working with the private 

sector, the County has the opportunity to renovate and 

combine existing County services on part of the site 

while putting some of the property back on the tax rolls.

.

Military Cutoff Road Proposed Developments
Renaissance North: a 40,000-square-foot project 

featuring a specialty grocery store and unique common 

area amenities such as green walls, electric vehicle 

charging stations, natural xeric landscaping and outdoor 

dining areas

The Avenue: a 30-acre development with shopping, 

dining, office, a Westin Hotel and Spa, and apartments 

along a landscaped thoroughfare

CenterPoint: a 1-million-square-foot development, 

featuring a 5-star hotel, 300 apartments, 50-60 retail 

shops and restaurants, and a medical services building

Progress Potential

Quality of place cuts across three key dimensions: what’s there, who’s there and what’s going 

on. New Hanover County and the City of Wilmington have developed comprehensive plans 

that encourage development that takes into consideration and incorporates amenities related 

to how citizens live, work and play. The business community contributed to the creation of 

the plans knowing we must attract and retain a workforce and visitors while maintaining the 

charm that makes our community attractive. It’s that kind of public-private partnership that 

will position Wilmington to succeed as we experience tremendous growth.

RiverLights
The planned community includes well-designed 

homes, unique amenities and proximity to downtown 

Wilmington. The community also takes advantage of 

our natural resources by including 500 acres of open 

space along the Cape Fear River, making it attractive to 

citizens and tourists.

River Place
River Place, a multi-story development along 

Wilmington’s downtown riverfront, will include living 

and retail space, and a parking deck. With its river views 

and location in the heart of downtown Wilmington, it 

promises to accelerate the revitalization of our central 

business district.

Embassy Suites
The Embassy Suites Hotel connected to the Wilmington 

Convention Center and located on the Riverwalk is a 

true public private partnership, creating an extension of 

our publicly-owned meeting space. With a number of 

additional hotels planned in downtown Wilmington, we 

have great potential to become a destination for even 

larger conferences. That opportunity will allow us to 

expose our community to more job creators.
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Traded Sector Employment measures the proportion of employment 

in sectors whose products are sold outside of the Region. An 

industry is classified as “traded” if production is concentrated 

geographically, but products are sold across regions—that is, the 

industry has a central location and sells or trades its products over 

national or international locations. It is considered to be “local” if 

production is geographically dispersed in proportion to the region’s 

market size. For instance, automobile dealerships may be considered 

local while automobile assembly facilities are traded.

Strong traded sectors provide regions with the advantage of having 

income from the outside increasing local wealth, and also provide 

jobs that typically pay more than those in local sectors.

The Region saw a roughly 1.6% loss year-over-year in traded sector 

employment. Among our peer cities, Chattanooga saw the largest 

gain, with traded sector employment expanding by almost 4%. 

Three peer cities saw a decrease in traded sector employment. The 

Wilmington Region’s traded sector employment continues to fall well 

below the national average.

54
Myrtle Beach

50
Pensacola

100
Chattanooga

78
Asheville

50 150

89
Charleston 

91
Roanoke

85
Raleigh 100

U.S. Avg

64
Wilmington

The Trend:

6 point loss since 2010

95
Savannah

98
Mobile

Top ten traded sectors for the three-county region:

Business Services

Distribution and Electronic Commerce

Hospitality and Tourism

Communications Equipment and Services

Education and Knowledge Creation

Construction Products and Services

Financial Services

Water Transportation

Electric Power Generation and Transmission

Transportation and Logistics

Source: US Cluster Mapping

Local Sector Traded Sector

6,878

3,641

2,632

1,770

1,406

1,388

1,252

1,011

950

943

64 
Wilmington

Traded Sector Employment Index

2
Point loss  

from last year
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“With Wilmington leading, Cape 

Fear steps out of the shadows.”

“Bolstered by a palpable sense 

of resolve, Wilmington and 

surrounding New Hanover 

County, plus neighboring 

Brunswick, Columbus and Pender 

counties, are rolling out the 

welcome mat for the many new 

arrivals demographers predict.”

“Targeted education to foster 

workforce development, 

anchored by the University of 

North Carolina at Wilmington 

(UNCW), has long been one of 

Cape Fear’s core assets.”

“There’s a story that goes around 

about the wealthy, successful 

business executive who retires to 

Cape Fear’s beaches, quickly tires 

of golf and reboots the business 

career, just for kicks.”

From Site Selection 
Magazine - September 2017

A Closer Look
Infrastructure Improvements

U.S. 421 Corridor
Design work for the extension of water and sewer service 

along the U.S. 421 corridor is complete. New lines will 

be run from the Isabelle Holmes Bridge to the Pender 

County line. Construction of the $20 million project is 

expected to begin in January 2018 and is estimated to 

last three years.

Special Use Permit (SUP)
Revisions were made to the New Hanover County 

SUP to provide more transparency in the application 

process, a more specific timeline for consideration of a 

permit application, and more inclusiveness in permitted 

uses. These revisions create more objectivity, while 

maintaining additional review for certain intensive uses.

Internet Service
Downtown Wilmington’s recently created Municipal 

Services District was the first such district in the U.S. to 

receive a high-speed internet designation from AT&T. The 

fiber network provides bandwidth needed to support 

data-intensive services. AT&T also expanded its 1-gigabit 

internet footprint in the Wilmington market, making 

it (when launched earlier this year) one of 53 metros 

nationally to have the service.

ILM Terminal
The General Assembly appropriated $12 million to ILM 

over two years that will be used for terminal expanision.

Improving area infrastructure—roads, water, sewer, power, telecommunications—

increases our competitiveness for economic development projects. 

Progress Potential

Military Cutoff Road Extension
When completed, the extension will link Market Street 

and the U.S. 17 Wilmington Bypass. The DOT is buying 

land for the roadway and construction of the $150 million 

project could start in early 2018 and last three years. The 

roadway will eventually link into the Hampstead Bypass, 

which will be open in 2025.

Third River Crossing
The Wilmington Metropolitan Planning Organization has 

two preferred routes for a new bridge between New 

Hanover and Brunswick counties. The first option crosses 

the river south of Eagles Island and connects to Shipyard 

Boulevard. The second would cross at the southernmost 

proposed crossing and connect to Independence 

Boulevard. The DOT is weighing an ideal location for the 

bridge from 12 possible sites, and the preferred route 

will be determined by 4Q2018. A funding method for the 

potentially $1 billion bridge has not yet been identified.

Rail Realignment
A feasibility study was conducted in 2017 to assess 

realigning rail lines that run through Wilmington to improve 

access by freight trains directly into the Port of Wilmington. 

Moving the lines would provide direct rail access to the U.S. 

421 corridor, enhance economic development, ease traffic 

congestion, and, if the existing rail became a greenway 

and trolley line, encourage new investments in underused 

properties adjoining the rail beds.
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