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Target Cluster Strategy for the Lowcountry: Report 1 – Competitive Assessment

INTRODUCTION
Today’s turbulent economic conditions have left many regions wondering about their future. One can no
longer take economic growth for granted. Ensuring long-term prosperity requires a community to critically
reexamine its situation and be willing, if needed, to make significant changes in order to come out on top
when the economy rebounds. Being competitive requires a strategic, proactive approach.
The Lowcountry Targeted Economic Development Strategy aims to do just that. Over the course of six
months, leaders and residents of the Lowcountry (Beaufort and Jasper counties) are working with the
consulting team of Avalanche Consulting and McCallum Sweeney Consulting to examine the region’s
strengths and identify the industries that will catalyze future growth. The process will result in a detailed
action plan for energizing entrepreneurship, business expansion, and business recruitment. It will offer
specific recommendations for improvements to our region’s workforce pipeline, business climate,
infrastructure, and other amenities that will place us in a better position for economic growth. The
strategy will also suggest tactics for improving internal collaboration and external marketing.
This is the first of three reports that will be delivered as part of the strategic planning process. In this
report, the strengths and challenges of the Lowcountry’s economic position are examined. It provides a
baseline of information on which the Lowcountry’s target audiences for future economic development will
be identified and a tactical plan for enhancing job creation and the area’s tax base will be formed.

About the project
The creation of a Targeted Economic Development Strategy involves three core steps:
STEP 1: Competitive Assessment
This report, the Competitive Assessment, marks the completion of the first step of the planning process. It
contains a thorough evaluation of the Lowcountry’s competitive position, differentiating assets, and critical
weaknesses. The assessment balances in-depth economic analysis with public input received through
interviews, focus groups and surveys.
STEP 2: Target Cluster Selection
Step 2 will identify target clusters that will be the future economic drivers for Beaufort and Jasper
counties. A series of analytical tools, such as cluster and shift share analysis, will be utilized to understand
opportunities within the Lowcountry’s current industry base as well as emerging sectors that could expand
and thrive in the future. A refined list of target clusters and sub-sectors will be recommended as the focus
of future economic development and workforce development initiatives. Step 2 will conclude with a
Target Cluster Profiles Report.
STEP 3: Cluster Strategies
During Step 3, an action plan will be created for each target cluster that informs the Alliance and
stakeholders of steps to take to prepare for and grow each target cluster. Recommendations will address
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workforce development, community development, and marketing. Step 3 will also generate an
implementation calendar, task assignments, and performance metrics.

About this report
This report, Competitive Assessment, includes several sections that combine to position the team to identify
target industries for the Lowcountry:
1. An Economic Analysis. This section provides trend data on employment, demographics, and
income levels to establish a baseline for understanding the Lowcountry’s current position. We
provide data for the two-county region, and at times show county-specific and LowcountrySavannah regional data. We use U.S. benchmark data to aid in our comparison.
2. A SWOT Summary. This section includes a description of the area’s strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities, and threats within the following topics: education and workforce development,
economic and cluster performance, infrastructure, business climate, infrastructure, quality of life,
and organizational structure of the economic development initiative. This SWOT is the culmination
of multiple sources of input and research: our own review of your past studies and data, a mock
site selector tour by McCallum Sweeney (which occurred during our first trip to the region),
stakeholder interviews and focus groups, and results from an online survey.
Conducting this analysis early in the project is critical to target cluster evaluation. In addition, it ensures
that the consulting team, the Alliance and the Steering Committee are basing decisions on the same
information platform.
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PART 1:

ECONOMIC ANALYSIS
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This Economic Analysis is the first of several analytical sections that will be delivered as part of the Target
Cluster Strategy for the Lowcountry. This section is intended to provide a snapshot of the current economic
and demographic situation in the region, showcasing trends in population, employment, industries, income,
and many more topics.
The following are key takeaways from the Economic Analysis:
•

While the Lowcountry economy has historically outperformed the U.S., the region fared worse
during the recent recession.
o Before the national recession began in 2008, the Lowcountry region was creating jobs at
a faster rate than the U.S., growing twice as fast from 2001-2007.
o The unemployment rate for the Lowcountry has fortunately remained below the national
level for the past decade, leveling at 9% in 2009 and 2010.

•

The Lowcountry economy is heavily weighted toward Government, Healthcare, Retail, and Tourism
industries.
o Manufacturing employs less than 1,000 people in the Lowcountry, a very small 1.6% of
the regional workforce (versus 15% of the US). Lowcountry manufacturing lost 29% of its
job base over the last five years.
o The Health Services sector employs 11% of the regional workforce, compared to 12.6%
nationally. This sector also created the most jobs: 1,400 new jobs between 2005 and
2010, growing 25% compared to 13% nationally.
o Only Health Services, Printing/Paper, and Government grew its employment over the last
5 years.

•

Population growth and retiree migration into the region — a key driver of the construction and
tourism industries — has slowed due to the recession.
o The primary driver of population growth in the region has been migration from within the
U.S., with New York City acting as the largest single source of new residents to the region.

•

Not surprisingly, the working age population is small compared to the total, and Young
Professionals are under-represented and – more importantly – not growing.
o The Lowcountry has a lower share of working age population than the U.S., with 49% of
regional population aged 25 to 64 compared to 53% nationally. Growth in the younger
half of this population (residents aged 25-44) has been flat over the past five years.

•
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More importantly, the share of income that is earned by employment has fallen dramatically in
the last ten years. More retirees and tourism have boosted demand for low-wage jobs, and
growing poverty levels have put further strain on the economic balance.
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o The Lowcountry has higher per capita income and median household income levels than
the U.S. as a whole, but income growth has lagged behind in the past three years.
o Although median and per capita incomes in the Lowcountry are higher than the national
averages, regional salaries are lower across all industries and have remained relatively
stagnant in each over the past five years.
•

Hispanics and Asians are the fastest growing demographics in the Lowcountry.

These datapoints reflect a small snapshot of the undercurrents in the Lowcountry economy today. In the
following section, we provide a more in-depth evaluation of these topics.
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EMPLOYMENT AND ECONOMIC TRENDS

Job Growth Trends
While the Lowcountry economy has historically outperformed the U.S., the region fared worse during the
recent recession.
•
•
•

Between 2000 and 2007, the Lowcountry region was creating jobs at a faster rate than the U.S.
The region lost 6,900 jobs between 2008 and 2010, at a greater rate than the U.S.
Even so, the unemployment rate for the Lowcountry has remained below the national level for the
past decade, leveling at 9% in 2009 and 2010.

The Lowcountry also fostered consistent growth in firms over the decade leading up to the national
recession, outpacing the U.S.
•
•
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Between 1999 and 2007, the Lowcountry created 1,400 new firms – a growth rate well above
the nation.
In the two years after the recession began, the Lowcountry lost 380 firms, slightly more than the
340 created in the previous two years, 2006-2007.
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The Lowcountry features employment in a diverse range of industries, with the highest employment in
Government and service industries such as Trade, Transportation & Utilities and Leisure & Hospitality.
•

•

•
•

•

•

The region’s largest industry, Leisure & Hospitality, employed 13,000 in 2010 or 20% of regional
employment. The size of the Leisure & Hospitality sector in the Lowcountry is twice as large as the
national average (10% of total U.S. employment).
The prominence of the Leisure & Hospitality industry in the Lowcountry is attributable to the
region’s coastal amenities and the high number of retired residents, who provide wealth and
consumer demand but do not add to employment numbers.
Trade, Transportation, & Utilities is the second largest employment industry in the Lowcountry,
employing 18% of regional workers, close to the U.S. share of 19%.
Government employs 18% of regional workers, making it the third largest industry, primarily due
to the Marine Corps installations within the Lowcountry. This share is comparable to the 17% of
U.S. workers employed in Government.
Manufacturing, which employs the fifth largest share of U.S. workers at 8.9%, only employs 1,000
people in the Lowcountry or just 1.6% of the regional workforce. Lowcountry manufacturers lost
29% of their job base over the last five years.
The Construction industry employs 6.2% of the Lowcountry workforce. Construction lost 48% of
employment in the past five years, the largest drop of any Lowcountry industry and nearly double
the decline for the U.S. as a whole.

Employment as a Percentage of Population, 1970-2009!
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The Lowcountry also has mid-size employment clusters in Health Services and Professional & Business
Services, both impactful from a job creation and wage level standpoint.
•

•
•

•
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Health Services employs 11% of the regional workforce, compared to 12.6% nationally. This
sector also created the most jobs: 1,400 new jobs between 2005 and 2010, growing 25%
compared to 13% nationally.
The concentration of regional jobs in Health Services is partially attributable to the large share of
the population aged 55 and above.
Professional and Business Services employs 11% of workers in the Lowcountry, compared to 13%
nationally. Regional employment in this sector remained unchanged through the recession while
decreasing nationally.
The Information/Telecom industry comprises 1.2% of regional employment, compared to 2.1%
nationally. It is the second fastest growing industry regionally and only one of four creating jobs,
growing 11% regionally over the past five years while losing 12% of employment nationally.
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POPULATION TRENDS

Population Growth
The Lowcountry has experienced rapid population
growth over the past decade, averaging a 2.6%
annual growth rate – more than double the state
growth rate and three times the national average.

Population Breakdown
Lowcountry Region
Population Growth, 2000Region
Beaufort County, SC

•
•

•

•

Jasper County, SC

Population 2010

2010

162,233

34%

24,777

20%

The Lowcountry’s population reached 187,000 Chatham County, GA
265,128
14%
in 2010.
Savannah Metro, GA
347,611
19%
Lowcountry
Region
187,010
32%
The region’s population grew 32% between
Lowcountry Plus Savannah
534,621
23%
2000 and 2010, three times faster than the
South Carolina
4,625,364
15%
U.S. and 1.5 times faster than the neighboring United States
308,745,538
10%
Savannah Metro.
The Lowcountry’s population grew by 3,500 new residents in 2009, down from the decade’s peak
of 5,200 new residents in 2006. Even at 2% growth, the region grew at twice the 2009 national
rate.
Beaufort County has grown more rapidly than Jasper County over the past decade. Currently,
87% of Lowcountry residents reside in Beaufort County.

While the Lowcountry continues to grow through natural increase (more births than deaths), a much larger
portion of regional growth over the past decade has been the result of migration from outside of the
region.
•

Between 2001 and 2009, the region averaged 1,300 net new residents each year from natural
increase and 2,800 net new residents from migration – more than double.
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People relocating to the Lowcountry in recent years have migrated primarily from larger cities in the
Northeast.
•

•
•

A significant portion of migrants into the Lowcountry between 2005 and 2008 (the last year
available) came from New York City, drawing 2,300 “net” new residents and accounting for 7%
of all migrants.
Other large sources of migration into the Lowcountry were Philadelphia, PA (+500); Washington,
DC (+470); Boston, MA (+450); and Miami, FL (+420).
Many Lowcountry residents also left the region for Washington, Miami, and Atlanta, but inmigration remained large enough to net growth from these cities to the region.
Top 10 Source Metros, 2005-2008
Lowcountry Region
Rank

Source Metro

1

New York, NY

2

Philadelphia, PA

3

Washington, DC

4

Boston, MA

5

Miami, FL

6

Out

In

Percent of
Migrants

2,295

7.4%

498

1.6%

470

1.5%

-41 490

449

1.4%

-675 1,090

415

1.3%

Baltimore, MD

-46 379

333

1.1%

7

Detroit, MI

-11 344

333

1.1%

8

Atlanta, GA

300

1.0%

9

Stamford, CT

-15 281

266

0.9%

-466 725

259

0.8%

10

Virginia Beach, VA

-205 2,500

Net
Migration

-55 553
-1,040 1,510

-1,030 1,330

The Lowcountry has been a major a destination for domestic migrants, but the region has experienced a
net loss of residents to several neighboring Southeastern cities.
•

•

The Lowcountry Region lost most net residents to six different cities between 2005 and 2008:
Savannah, GA (-400 residents); Charleston, SC (-330); Jacksonville, FL (-300); Columbia, SC (180); Orlando, FL (-140); and Dallas, TX (-130).
Most residents who leave the Lowcountry tend to relocate to larger metros located relatively
nearby in South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida.
Top 10 Destination Metros, 2005-2008
Lowcountry Region
Rank
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Destination Metro

Out

In

Net
Migration

Percent of
Migrants

1

Savannah, GA

-1,900 1,500

-400

1.7%

2

Charleston, SC

-1,530 1,200

-330

1.4%

3

Jackonsville, FL

-798 501

-297

1.3%

4

Columbia, SC

-1,060 881

-179

0.8%

5

Orlando, FL

-488 349

-139

0.6%

6

Dallas, TX

-316 186

-130

0.6%

7

Greenville, SC

-466 381

-85

0.4%

8

Lexington Park, MD

-144 72

-72

0.3%

9

San Antonio, TX

-127 68

-59

0.3%

10

Greenwood, SC

-73 22

-51

0.2%
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Age Composition
The Lowcountry population currently has a higher percentage of near-retirees and retirees than the U.S.
as a whole. Most new population growth is occurring in age groups 55 and older. Large jumps in
population have also occurred in toddlers (under 5 years) and college age youths (20-24).
•
•

Lowcountry residents aged 55-69 comprise 19% of the population compared to 15% nationally,
and those aged over 70 make up 12% compared to 9% in the U.S.
Between 2004 and 2009, the Lowcountry gained 3,200 residents between 60 and 64, the largest
growth of any age group in this period.

In contrast, the Lowcountry has a lower share of working age population than the U.S., with 49% of
regional population aged 25 to 64 compared to 53% nationally. Furthermore, growth in the younger half
of this population (residents aged 25-44) has been flat over the past five years.
•
•
•
•

•

The working population, regional residents aged 25-64, comprise 49% of total regional
population compared to 53% nationally.
The younger half of the working population, residents aged 25-44 comprise 24% of the total
regional population compared to 27% for the U.S. overall.
Between 2004 and 2009, the Lowcountry lost residents in only three age ranges: population aged
10-14 declined by 13; 25-29 declined by 330; and 35-39 declined by 540.
Overall, the younger working age population (residents aged 25-44) grew by only 23 persons
between 2004 and 2009. At the same time, the older working age population (residents aged
45-64) grew by 8,400.
A 40-year examination of employment as a percentage of population confirms a drop in the
percentage of employed residents of the Lowcountry, falling 19% since 1970 as the U.S.
employment as a share of population rose 15%.
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Race
The Lowcountry population is majority White. The Hispanic population has been growing more rapidly
than any other race.
•
•
•
•
•

The region currently has a demographic breakdown of 64% White, 24% Black, 10% Hispanic,
and 1% Asian.
Growth in the White population has roughly matched overall population growth during the past
decade.
The Hispanic population has grown at more than triple the overall growth rate.
The Asian and Other populations also grew more rapidly than the White population and overall
average.
Black population growth has remained flat over the past decade.
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Educational Attainment
The Lowcountry population on the whole has higher educational attainment levels on average than the
population of South Carolina and the U.S.
•
•

Approximately 34% of Lowcountry residents have received a Bachelor’s degree or higher, well
above the national level of 28%.
Only 11% of Lowcountry residents have not completed high school, compared to 17% of South
Carolinians and 15% of Americans.

Educational attainment contrasts sharply between the two regional counties, with Jasper County residents
having significantly lower education levels than Beaufort County, South Carolina, and the U.S.
•
•

75% of Jasper county residents have high school degrees, compared to 92% of Beaufort
residents and 85% of Americans.
Additionally, 9% of Jasper County residents have achieved a Bachelor’s degree or higher,
compared to 39% of Beaufort and 28% of the U.S.
Educational Attainment, 2010
Lowcountry Region
Lowcountry
Educational Level

Jasper County

Beaufort County

Region

SC

US

Less than high school

25.1%

8.1%

11.3%

16.7%

14.7%

High school

41.0%

25.2%

27.0%

32.5%

29.7%

Some college, no degree

20.8%

19.5%

20.8%

18.5%

19.8%

Associate's degree

4.3%

7.8%

7.1%

8.5%

7.7%

Bachelor's degree

5.5%

24.2%

21.1%

15.4%

17.7%

Graduate or professional degree

3.3%

15.2%

12.7%

8.5%

10.4%

High school graduate or higher

74.9%

91.9%

88.7%

83.4%

85.3%

8.8%

39.4%

33.8%

23.9%

28.1%

Bachelor's degree or higher
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INCOME TRENDS
Per Capita Income
The Lowcountry has higher per capita income levels than the U.S. as a whole, but income growth has
lagged behind in recent years.
•
•
•
•

•

Today, the per capita income for the Lowcountry is $40,800, 3% higher than the U.S. per capita
income of $39,700.
However, since 2007, growth in Lowcountry per capita income has been slower than the U.S., with
an annualized growth rate of -2.3% compared to 0.22% nationally.
2009 was the first year in the past decade when both the Lowcountry and the U.S. saw a drop in
per capita income, with the Lowcountry per capita income falling 4.7% and the U.S. falling 2.6%.
Despite above average income levels within the overall Lowcountry, there is significant contrast
between the two regional counties. Beaufort County per capita income is $42,900 and Jasper
County’s is $26,600.
Jasper County is catching up. Between 2000 and 2009, its per capita income grew 45% - faster
than Beaufort County (28%) and the U.S. (31%).
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Median household income, a better reflection of middle class income, has remained consistently higher in
the Lowcountry than the national average over the past decade.
•
•
•
•
•
•

The Lowcountry median household income has grown at roughly the same pace as the U.S. for the
past decade. Growth peaked at 6% in 2007.
Between 2008 and 2009, Lowcountry median household income dropped 3.8%.
The Lowcountry median household income reached $51,700 in 2009, slightly higher than the U.S.
median household income of $50,200.
Beaufort County’s annual median household income ($54,100 in 2009) was $18,900 higher than
Jasper County’s ($35,200).
Before the national recession, Jasper County was catching up to Beaufort County. Between 2005
and 2008, Jasper County median income grew 42% faster than Beaufort County.
Since the recession, however, Beaufort County median household income dropped at the same
rate as the U.S., while Jasper County’s fell at nearly three times this rate.
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Salary Levels & Income
Although median and per capita incomes in the Lowcountry are higher than the national average, the
region’s salaries are lower and have remained relatively stagnant over the past five years.
•
•
•
•

•

•

•

The average annual salary for all industries in the Lowcountry is $32,500, which is 70% of the
U.S. average salary of $46,700.
At $50,000, the Information industry has the highest average annual salary of all Lowcountry
industries.
The Lowcountry’s largest industries have salaries most comparable to U.S. levels, including Leisure
& Hospitality (97% of U.S.), Health Services (84%), and Government (91%).
Visitors and retirees drive local demand and wages for workers in the Leisure & Hospitality sector.
However, this sector provides the lowest regional salaries, averaging only $18,900 per year and
growing at half the national rate.
Lowcountry salaries in Professional & Business Services and Financial industries have some of the
lowest shares of U.S. salaries, only reaching 61% and 59% of the national levels respectively.
Salaries have also remained relatively flat in these industries over the past five years while
growing rapidly in the U.S.
Government (Federal Civilian, Military, State and Local) and Natural Resources & Mining were the
only regional industries in which salaries grew at a faster pace than the national average, rising
21% and 43% respectively over the past five years.
Salaries fell between 2005 and 2010 in two regional industries, Information/Telecom and
Financial Activities, which lost 4% and 2% respectively.
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High per capita and median household income levels combined with below average salaries in the
Lowcountry is an indicator that many Lowcountry residents receive a significant portion of their income
from sources other than wages and salaries (pensions and stock dividends, for example). An analysis of
total wage and salary disbursements in the Lowcountry as a percentage of total personal income confirms
this trend: 41% of total personal income in the Lowcountry came from wages and salaries in 2009,
compared to 53% in the U.S.

•
•

A 40-year analysis shows a 47% drop in wages’ share of total personal income in the Lowcountry
since 1970, compared to only a 21% drop in the U.S. This is further indication of the large and
growing impact of retiree income in the Lowcountry.
In 1970, 75% of personal income in the Lowcountry came from wages and salaries, compared to
66% in the U.S.
The Lowcountry’s ratio of wages to income dropped below the U.S. in 1984 and has continued to
fall at an annual rate of 1.4% as the U.S. ratio fell at 0.4%.
Wages as a Percentage of Personal Income, 1970-2009!
Lowcountry Region vs. U.S.!
80%!

% Wage / Personal Income!

•
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PART 2:

SWOT ANALYSIS
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SWOT ANALYSIS
The Lowcountry is in a precarious position. The region’s economy is currently performing worse than the
nation’s, yet interviews and focus groups with area leaders and residents revealed that the urgency of the
situation is not fully recognized. In addition, as part of this strategic planning process, the consulting team
conducted a survey of Lowcountry residents. Of the 500+ respondents, 51% graded the region’s
economic performance over the past five years as a “C,” 14% gave an “A” or “B” grade, and 34% gave
a “D” or “F.” We would like to see those scores improve over time.
The SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) findings presented in the following pages
are a summary of the economic assessment, mock site selection visit, interviews, focus groups and surveys
that the consulting team conducted as part of the Lowcountry’s Target Industry Strategy. They highlight
the Lowcountry’s unique set of differentiating assets but also outline challenges that must be addressed if
the region is to improve its economy. A handful of themes weave throughout the SWOT tables:
•

There is a growing divide between the “haves” and “have-nots” in the two-county region.
Concerns were voiced about public sector representatives’ abilities to set aside differences and
think beyond their city or geographical boundaries to bridge the divide. Government and
political leadership ranked among the region’s top three weaknesses, according to the survey. On
the other hand, many cited instances of cooperative moments in which companies and elected
officials rallied together to win an opportunity (e.g., F-35 and USCB). Our desire is that economic
development becomes the next high priority project that inspires the region to ban together and
work as a team. We are encouraged by the 72% of survey respondents who said they are
interested in seeing more funding allocated for economic development in the future.

•

The Lowcountry is in an enviable position in numerous ways, including its natural environment,
geographic location, military presence, scenic beauty, visitor industry, friendly residents, active
retiree community, burgeoning entrepreneurial climate, connectivity, and location in the high
performing Southeast, to name a few. We have concerns that the community is not properly
investing in its future both with dollars and emphasis. Education, infrastructure, and lifestyle
amenities will be the first victims of continued downturn if they are not prioritized now. In turn, job
creation and business investment will also suffer, risking continued economic decline.
That said, we understand that investing in these issues requires additional funding. The
Lowcountry’s current tax base is not adequate to support the maintenance and improvements
needed for infrastructure and quality of life amenities. Growing the tax base requires the region
to build private sector investment, which will require increasing resources allotted for economic
development.

•

The private sector is largely underrepresented in the Lowcountry’s economic development
initiative. While the Lowcountry is home to a handful of larger private sector employers, it is
largely a region of small businesses. There is no corporate legacy of activism in economic
development. Employer outreach and involvement should be a staple of the Alliance’s future
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activities. Energize area executives to get active in turning around the Lowcountry’s economy.
Their own success depends on it.
•

There is no unified definition of “economic development” across the region. While some think in
terms of heavy industry, others think of sprawl and unmanaged growth. More residents need to
understand that economic development can be accomplished in a sustainable manner, generating
new tax revenue that supports improvements to schools, infrastructure, and the lifestyle amenities
that so many Lowcountrians hold dear. Throughout this project and beyond, we encourage an
internal communications campaign that unifies the public’s understanding of economic development
and its importance.

•

In the past, the Lowcountry’s approach to economic development has been traditional, including
investing in and owning industrial parks. Progressive economic development initiatives today also
concentrate on driving a regional vision, involving the private sector in proactive marketing,
aligning workforce development with industry needs, and convening stakeholders to implement
improvements. The Alliance should be the organization that leads that charge, but it needs more
resources and participation in order to do so.

•

National and international corporate recruitment requires a regional approach. Companies and
site consultants begin their searches by considering large areas of the U.S. (e.g., Southeast), then
regions within (e.g., South Carolina and Georgia), then sub-regions (e.g., the Lowcountry).
Individual city and county boundaries are not a consideration until the final stages when real
estate is being evaluated and incentives negotiated. As stated earlier, the Lowcountry is in an
ideal position located between two of the largest ports in the U.S. in the high performing, business
friendly Southeast. So why hasn’t the Lowcountry experienced the success of its neighboring
communities? Work closely together as a two-county region, embrace a collaborative regional
initiative, then act with other South Carolina regions and the Department of Commerce to establish
an international presence to bring companies to your doorstep.

•

Maps of logistics companies serving the Port of Savannah show that the majority of firms are
located in Georgia (see Appendix). The Lowcountry is not getting its fair-share of logistics
investment, even though in many cases its sites are located closer to the Port. Conversations with
developers and owners of Lowcountry industrial properties reveal that a majority of sites are not
yet fully serviced with utilities and are not shovel-ready. The Lowcountry lacks industrial building
and office space for new businesses. Many are located in highly advantageous locations from a
transportation perspective, but lack utility capacity or commitment by local officials to invest in
future capacity. As both the Port of Charleston and the Port of Savannah prepare for increased
volume and Panamax activity, we strongly encourage the Lowcountry to invest in its sites and work
together to advocate for resources at the state and federal levels.

•

The Port opportunity highlights a clear gap – both counties have a lack of available and shovelready industrial property of any significant scale. On the surface, this does not appear to be the
case when looking at the various private-sector developments, but these are oriented toward

Page 20

Target Cluster Strategy for the Lowcountry: Report 1 – Competitive Assessment

residential and commercial opportunities where the infrastructure needs are much less. Industrial
set-asides, though they are represented in various master plans we have seen, are a conceptual
alternative, not a planned and fully developed offering. Both counties have historically been
hard pressed to compete with either Savannah or Charleston when it comes to industrial
opportunities even though there is a labor cost advantage in the Lowcountry. For the Lowcountry
to compete it has to have a compelling market advantage with ready, available and served sites.
A case in point is Point South, where there is more than 600 acres on an interstate with rail service
(an invaluable regional asset); yet, there is a lack of infrastructure. While the infrastructure can
no doubt be brought to the site for the right project, it is doubtful it could be done in time to meet
most client project schedule needs.
•

With this same thought in mind regarding available buildings, the region has a lack of both
adequate spec buildings or attractive (usable) existing buildings to compete effectively with the
surrounding region. One of the commonly accepted principles in economic development
regarding spec buildings is that they are a tremendous asset because they attract visitors –
sometimes from prospects that would have never considered a particular location to begin
with. The lack of available buildings is a competitive disadvantage for the region – especially
during a time when other regions have excess inventory. Creative public private solutions should
be considered to resolve this issue sooner, rather than later. A lack of either shovel-ready sites or
available buildings is a significant issue to confront at this time.

•

The Lowcountry is associated with tourism and has been a draw for executives for years. Tourism
and economic development initiatives should be better coordinated. The two increasingly depend
on each other for success. Reinvigorating the region’s tourism infrastructure will inspire executives
and luxury tourists to vacation in the region and spend money that bolsters the economy.
Informing those visitors of the Lowcountry’s strengths as a business destination increases the
likelihood that they will bring their own companies into the region, generating tax revenue that
helps maintain critical quality of life amenities.

•

The Lowcountry can become a hotbed for entrepreneurship. In many ways, it is an ideal
environment for high-growth startup companies, and the community wants more R&D activities
(R&D, for example, ranked #1 in terms of the type of business operations desired for the
Lowcountry, according to the survey). The sizable presence of executives who have either retired
in the Lowcountry or own a second home is a rich pool of opportunity. As proven through
companies such as CareCore and others, these executives are open to starting up and relocating
their companies closer to home. Partnering with South Carolina universities to draw more R&D
activities into the region will spark more entrepreneurship. The Lowcountry’s small business
resources are strengthening. The Small Business HUB, SBA office, ThrottleUp program, active
SCORE chapter, and angel capital groups such as Southeast Angel Partners are ready and
waiting for entrepreneurs. Informing retired and second home executives that the Lowcountry
wants their business while simultaneously taking steps to improve the local business climate could
spark a wave of entrepreneurial growth.
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The next two steps of this planning process involve identifying target industries that will be the focus of the
Lowcountry’s future economic development efforts as well as strategy for activating those industries in the
region. This document is designed to establish a foundation for recommendations. It is a snapshot of
current conditions, not a forecast of what is to come. We firmly believe that the obstacles laid out in this
report can be overcome if area leaders are willing to cooperate and embrace a regional approach.
The Lowcountry has tremendous potential.
On the following pages, we present summary tables of our SWOT findings on the following topics:
Workforce Development and Education, Industry and Economy, Business Climate and Costs,
Entrepreneurship and Innovation, Infrastructure, Quality of Life, and Economic Development Effort.
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Workforce & Education
STRENGTHS
• High-level retirees returning to the workforce
• Steady supply of existing military and military
spouses fueling the workforce
• University of South Carolina - Beaufort
• Strong Technical College of the Lowcountry
• Collaborative pipeline programs and transfer
agreements across K-12, Technical College and
USC-B
• Early college programs and career academies
springing up across the region, such as Wells
Branch Early College High school
• ReadySC
• Lowcountry lifestyle makes recruiting employees
easy
OPPORTUNITIES
• Continuing to increase STEM education
• Growing interest/effort in internship and
apprenticeship programs for students with local
firms
• Communicating the growing successes emanating
from PreK-12 and build pride
• Interest from residents to pay more taxes to
support local school improvements
• Support Education Foundations in Beaufort County
and Jasper County (future)
• Involve SCORE in K-12 entrepreneurial education
• Expanding presence of South Carolina universities
in the Lowcountry

WEAKNESSES
• Poor perception of local PreK-12 performance
• Poor K-12 performance at a state level, and
external perception that SC does not excel in
education
• Shortage of adult re-education and training
programs
• Relatively small qualified labor pool which is
challenging for large employers
• Lower than average percentage of population in
the young professional demographic, and
declining

THREATS
• Low prioritization of PreK-12 education quality
across the state
• Funding for education and performance in South
Carolina is low in comparison to other states
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Industry & Economy
STRENGTHS
• Geographic location
• Strong base of healthcare and hospitality
industries
• Located within the Aerospace corridor in the
southeast (GA-SC-NC)
• Many examples of companies relocating to the
region because a CEO has a home here
• Marine Air Station and F-35, which includes
training for the first time
• Defense contractor community
• Military, both active and retired, has significant
impact on local economy
• Growing base of startup companies and
entrepreneurial resources
OPPORTUNITIES
• Diversify target industry focus
• Improve current visitor amenities and develop a
first-class hotel for conventions to attract higherincome tourist and residents
• Emphasize focus on knowledge-intensive and
clean industries
• Collaboration with state universities to create a
center of R&D and entrepreneurship in the
Lowcountry
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WEAKNESSES
• Economy is in worse shape today than in last 20
years relative to the nation
• Construction economy is down significantly with
recession
• Tourism industry is losing ground and luster with
other regions in the U.S., and resorts are
struggling and need upgrading
• Distribution and logistics industry has historically
developed in Georgia versus the Lowcountry
• Entrepreneurship has not been a part of the
economic development equation in the past

THREATS
• Future of F-35 program is not assured
• Lack of diversification of industry base threatens
sustainable economic growth
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Business Climate & Costs
STRENGTHS
• Recession has significantly reduced cost of land,
building, and homes
• Riverport – a global development company - is
investing and building sizeable
distribution/business parks in Jasper County
• Low cost of physical infrastructure – property and
utilities
• Good property tax incentives, job training funds

WEAKNESSES
• Neighboring Georgia is more aggressive with
incentives to recruit businesses
• South Carolina’s tax burden on manufacturing is
much higher than Georgia’s
• Lack of consistent approach to local incentives

OPPORTUNITIES

THREATS

• Cities and counties can choose to be opportunistic
with development plans/projects through TIFs and
fees in lieu of taxes (even pre-negotiated with
landlords before tenants are signed)
• Need additional gas and rail lines brought into
industrial parks in Jasper County
• High-level retiree workforce available and
returning to work

• Risk from city tax policies (Business License Fees)
could result in firms relocating their headquarters
once they reach a certain size
• Perception that Beaufort County government is
anti-development and waivers in its friendliness
toward business
• Perception that local governments do not
cooperate with one another or think regionally
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Entrepreneurship
STRENGTHS
• Support organizations are actively assisting
entrepreneurs, such as:
o Small Business Hub
o ThrottleUp
o SBA
o Angel investors groups
• Highly active SCORE chapter
• Successful homegrown companies proving that
entrepreneurship can thrive in the Lowcountry
OPPORTUNITIES
• Understanding and acknowledging the impact of
entrepreneurs on job creation
• Increased economic development focus on
entrepreneurship, innovation and R&D
• Creating an R&D neighborhood in the Lowcountry
centered on Healthcare in coordination with a SC
university and private business
• Engaging successful entrepreneurs in economic
development and other high priority initiatives
• Adopting best practice entrepreneurship
initiatives from other successful regions
• Growing the Lowcountry’s relationship with SC
Launch, particularly in assisting local defense
contractors with pursuing contracts
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WEAKNESSES
• Shortage of venture capital in the Lowcountry
and Savannah region
• Sophistication of new business ideas and business
plans from local entrepreneurs do not meet
expectations of area investors
• Little history of entrepreneurship as an economic
development emphasis

THREATS
• Restrictive permitting processes, taxation and
regulatory environment that dissuades business
start ups
• Failure to alert retired and second home-owning
executives that the Lowcountry wants them to
create businesses in the region (and offers a
business friendly climate)
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Infrastructure
STRENGTHS
• Direct interstate connection between the
Savannah-Hilton Head Airport and Port of
Savannah to major U.S. markets
• Significant development opportunities in the
region for logistics and warehousing operations
• Business parks and industrial sites
• Advantageous position between two of the
nation’s largest sea ports
• Strong overall utility capacities
OPPORTUNITIES
• Building a logistics cluster by preparing for and
leveraging Panamax traffic

WEAKNESSES
• Although greenfield sites are available, many are
not shovel ready, lacking adequate utility
capacity
• Lack of public transportation

THREATS
• Delays with port dredging
• Lack of a coordinated vision and plan of action
for investing in necessary infrastructure
improvements to make the Lowcountry as viable
of an option for business as its Georgia neighbors
• Low state and federal advocacy / lobbying for
Lowcountry infrastructure funding
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Quality of Life
STRENGTHS

WEAKNESSES

Coastal location
Beautiful natural environment
Outdoor recreation and sports
Warm, friendly residents
Historic cities
Plentiful volunteer opportunities for retirees
Strong healthcare services
Active retiree population and pockets of young
professionals
• Beautiful place to retire and vacation. Numerous
outdoor recreation and sports.
• Close-knit, neighborhood feel

• Growing gap between “haves” and “have nots”
• Racial tension
• Unclear prioritization of public PreK-12 education
across the state as a whole
• Deteriorating public infrastructure and services
• Aging hotels and other visitor amenities

OPPORTUNITIES

THREATS

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

• Encourage sustainable growth, clean industries
and green energy
• Invest in new and improved visitor amenities to
attract higher income tourists
• Connect quality of life / tourism message and
economic development marketing
• Engage in internal marketing to boost community
pride
• Take area leaders on familiarization trips to
model communities to inspire ideas on how quality
of life and economic development can be engines
for one another
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• Lack of a unified long-term vision and growth
plans for the region as a whole
• Shortage of tax revenue to maintain current
infrastructure and lifestyle amenities
• Inconsistent development standards
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Economic Development Effort
STRENGTHS

WEAKNESSES

• Past success rallying together to accomplish major
wins, like F-35 and USC-B campus
• Multiple success stories of retirees and second
home owners starting / moving companies to the
Lowcountry
• The Alliance successfully created a bi-county
initiative for the first time for economic
development
• Hilton Head is a strong global brand, but
Lowcountry lacks an overall identity as a business
destination
• The tourism assets are a natural draw for CEOs,
making recruitment easy
• Industry reports strong involvement of economic
development staff in recruitment process,
including state-level, governor support

• No sense of urgency to improve the area’s
worsening economy
• Lack of a unified understanding of what
“economic development” is and why it is
important to the Lowcountry
• Little correlation between the Lowcountry’s tourism
and economic development messages
• Cumbersome local government regulatory and
permitting policies dissuade new business
investment and expansion
• High degree of parochialism
• Shortage of private sector involvement in ED

OPPORTUNITIES

THREATS

• Rally leadership around economic development
as the region’s priority project, such as with F-35
and USCB
• Increase private sector leadership in economic
development
• Create an internal communications campaign to
educate residents about economic conditions and
why economic development is important to the
region
• Increased partnership with Savannah
• Adopt a diversified portfolio of economic
development targets so not to be overly reliant
on any one particular industry sector
• Form a strong legislative advocacy initiative so
that the Lowcountry’s voice is heard at the state
and national level
• Cross-county coordination and agreements for
industrial development and investment

• Deteriorating infrastructure and shortage of tax
revenue to maintain and improve
• Shortage of regional thinking and willingness to
set aside differences to position the Lowcountry
as a player in the strong Savannah region /
Southeastern US economies
• Status quo mindset
• Unprepared to fully leverage Savannah Port
expansions and future Panamax traffic
• Defense Department pulls F-35 funding and stops
project
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CONCLUSION
While the Lowcountry has a lot to work on, it has a positive foundation on which to grow. To progress, the
Lowcountry needs to start with adjusting its approach to economic development. The strategy that results
from this planning process will call on the Lowcountry to increase the level of resources it dedicates to
economic development as well as take a balanced approach that includes business recruitment, expansion
and entrepreneurship. Internal marketing will need to take place to educate residents about what
economic development is and why it is worth supporting. We hope that regional leaders will rally
together to engage in proactive, business friendly initiatives that energize the economy. Prioritization of
continued improvements in critical assets such as education and infrastructure must happen so that the
Lowcountry’s bone structure is strong enough to support economic growth.
These are simple highlights of what is to come. The specifics of the future economic development
campaign, workforce development and community improvement initiatives will be set forth in detail in the
Cluster Management Strategies (Report 3). Tactics will be based on the location requirements
Lowcountry’s target audiences, which will be presented in Report 2.
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APPENDIX:

MAPS
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McCallum Sweeney regularly utilizes it in-house proprietary mapping system to conduct its site location
analysis. In this section, we provide maps of the Lowcountry’s assets in infrastructure, industry distribution,
and cost of living. We provide data for the two-county Lowcountry region as well as neighboring
Savanah metro as an important point of comparison.

The Lowcountry region is adjacent to significant rail networks that converge into Savannah and its port.
Multiple railroad companies will keep prices competitive. Currently, all multi-modal facilities are located
on the Georgia-side of the greater region. The rail and highway arterial into SC is along I-95, which
includes a CSX rail line.
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Not surprisingly, nearly all warehouse facilities are located south of the GA-SC state line. All large
facilities are in GA, and some small facilities cluster along the Bluffton-Hilton Head corridor. Currently,
just two small warehouse facilities are located in Jasper County.

Manufacturing facilities are similarly distributed across the larger region (see the following page), with
most located in Georgia. All large facilities (300+ employees) are located in Georgia, while the
Lowcountry captures just a handful of small facilities (50-80 employees). Three medium-sized
manufacturers (80-150 employees) are located in the Beaufort area.
Service industries are more evenly distributed, with large numbers of retailers and construction firms in the
southern half of Beaufort county. Business services are evenly distributed across the county, while Jasper
county retains the majority of manufacturing facilities. Health services appears even distributed across
both counties, though a high concentration exists in Beaufort county.
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Air service is limited in the Lowcountry and Savannah region. Savannah’s International Airport has limited
non-stop service, both in terms of destinations and daily flights. Access to northern cities is available, but
access to Midwestern and West Coast cities would require one or more stops. The lack of service from
Southwest Airlines will be viewed as a negative for relocating companies, particularly if low prices are a
concern.
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The Lowcountry’s cost of living data can be challenging, as a large retiree and tourist population usually
drives up prices and competes for labor with other industries. The recession has improved cost issues, but
this effect has been seen across the country. Currently, the Lowcountry’s Cost of Living Index is above
100, which make the area more costly than the U.S. overall. Neighboring Savannah is 93% of the US
average.
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