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t’s not a new story: A city intrinsically connected to the U.S. automotive industry suffers
dramatically as the Big Three decline and new vehicles become a luxury that many
consumers cannot afford.
The sequel in Kokomo, however, is not following the script found in some Indiana and
Midwest communities. Others have either continued to struggle or been able to partially
move on with auto reliance largely relegated to the history books.
Kokomo is an exception. After emerging from bankruptcy, the revamped Chrysler and
Delphi operations have continued to receive strong outside investment while becoming even
more integral parts of the local community. A talented workforce has been able to adapt to the
changing workplace needs, while some individuals are utilizing their abilities to form new
businesses and bring that elusive diversification that is so important no matter the location.
But community leaders did not just wait for the auto recovery and then breathe a deep sigh
of relief. When unemployment jumps from 7.4% in June 2008 to 19.2% a year later, home
foreclosures soar and the city is looking at a substantial budget deficit, the message is heard loud
and clear.
Rex Gingerich, a Kokomo native whose family operates two of
the four new car dealerships in town, recalls, “In a way it was a
blessing that it got so bad that we all said, ‘It can’t get any worse;
we’ve all got to dig in and make something good happen here.’ ”
Laura Sheets, district manager of community relations and
economic development for Duke Energy Indiana, led the local
United Way campaign in 2009. In visiting with businesses, large
and small, she found the same attitude.
“The thinking was, ‘Are we going to sit here and just believe
what everybody else is saying or are we going to do something
about this for ourselves?’ A what-have-we-got-to-lose attitude
started to prevail.”

By Tom Schuman

Kokomo Mayor Greg Goodnight
(left) has emphasized providing
assistance to small business
owners to deliver a downtown
boost.

Ready to rebound
What others were saying was highlighted by a Forbes magazine
article that labeled Kokomo the third fastest dying city in America.
How did the community react?
• Consolidate a number of public and private sector organizations
under the umbrella of the new Greater Kokomo Economic
Development Alliance
• Reprioritize city investments, making difficult decisions on wages
and benefits to free up funds to help existing small businesses
survive the difficult times
• Revitalize downtown with infrastructure and beautification efforts
that have extended the proverbial “welcome mat” to all
• Formulate a new working partnership between the auto
employers and their union employees
Sheets notes some ironic timing. “Everybody looks at that
Forbes article as our day of reckoning. It just so happens that was
the first month the Alliance was an actual legal operating entity.”
Jean Neel is vice president of corporate affairs for Haynes
International, a Kokomo-headquartered global developer and
manufacturer of high-performance alloys. The company will be
celebrating its 100th anniversary in 2012.
“I think the Alliance has made a huge difference,” she shares. “Nobody was headed in the
same direction. We said, ‘Enough of the naysayers; enough of the politics.’ We all had to get on
the same path.”
Steve Hartwig, plant manager at GM Component Holdings, adds, “It helps to have it focused
so you’re not trying to spread yourself too thin between a lot of different entities and
organizations.”
The Alliance has councils devoted to activities in five areas: chamber of commerce,
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economic development, Inventrek business incubator,
downtown association and urban enterprise group. President
and CEO Jeb Conrad was a newcomer to Kokomo when the
Alliance officially kicked off in January 2009.
“There was the internal concern locally about what we
were going to do,” he offers. “Externally, it was how were we
being viewed, what were the influencers thinking about us?
We spent a lot of time taking what I consider the assets in the
community that weren’t being communicated on a broader
basis – to site consultants, key industry leaders, to the state of
Indiana. The mayor led a lot of those charges on what the real
strengths of this community are.”

Changing course

practice. “The goal is to be as efficient as possible, while
investing limited resources into projects that benefit people’s
lives. We want to create a beautiful city without burdening
future generations.”
Gingerich remembers one early move by the mayor in
particular. “I started paying attention when you turned the
ambulance (service) over to the hospitals,” he tells Goodnight.
“That saved a million dollars. It was a pretty bold, smart thing
to do.”

Downtown development
U.S. 31 takes many visitors through Kokomo and
potentially deters some residents from traveling to and
enjoying other areas in the community. While a new U.S. 31
bypass (as part of a state plan to ease travel from Indianapolis
to South Bend) is ongoing, an emphasis on re-energizing
downtown was an early priority for the mayor’s administration.
Among the steps taken:
• Converting heavily traveled one-way streets to two-way
traffic
• Removing 340 parking meters and limiting privileged
parking for government employees
• Eliminating traffic lights (replaced by decorative stop signs)
at 11 intersections
• Adding pedestrian-friendly bump-outs to nearly all
intersections
• Installing hanging flower baskets, bicycles lanes and bike
racks, and a new walking path

Kokomo native Greg Goodnight became mayor in January
2008 (and was re-elected to a second four-year term in
November). He had spent nearly two decades working at
Haynes, including serving as the lead union representative
during some difficult times.
Goodnight entered City Hall and found that
approximately three-quarters of all funds were dedicated to
wages and benefits. It was an imbalance that just wasn’t
sustainable. Investments needed to be made – and funding had
to be found from existing resources.
“My first six months in, there was a meeting at the fire
station with 55 firefighters complaining about not getting a
raise,” the mayor recounts. “I said, ‘Do you think it’s in your
long-term best interest to close the park and put a fence
around it, close the pool, put all our money into wages
and benefits for firefighters and not fix the sidewalks and
streets and clean the place up?’ I said if you think that is
in your long-term best interests, raise your hand; none of
them raised their hand.”
Five programs were created or enhanced to assist
small businesses. They featured revolving loan funds, a
pool of money for renovating downtown properties and a
Reach Higher business assistance initiative that included
forgivable loans for marketing, façade improvements,
renewable energy systems and more.
Debra Cook, director of the Department of
Development for the city, says the goal was for the
programs to be user friendly and easy to access. “When
Downtown’s Foster Park is the center of many activities, while trolleys
times are tight, the last thing people spend money on is
have provided free transportation for as many as 900 riders a day.
marketing. People could blend various programs.” Cook
reports that the city’s $35,000 in funds for just the
façade initiative generated nearly $500,000 in private
investment.
Howard County complemented the city’s efforts
with a rent abatement program for new businesses in
targeted areas.
The 2011 city budget saw the wage and benefit
portion down to 63% from the 75% four years earlier.
Through mid-July, it was projected that actual overall
expenditures would be 8% below budget for the year.
In a press release at the time, Goodnight shared a
common sense philosophy that is too often not put into

46

BizVoice/Indiana Chamber – November/December 2011

• Increasing parks and recreation programs and amenities,
and opening a new Arts Pavilion in Foster Park, which
serves as the home for a variety of community concerts
and events
Kim LaFollette works for Community Bank of Indiana
and brings passion to her role as chair of the Alliance’s
Downtown Association Council.
“Downtown has made a complete 180-degree turn.
We’ve seen 17 new businesses the last two years,” she states.
“With the quality of new places, the bump-outs, the flowers,
one of the business owners said there’s actually a buzz about
what’s going on downtown. That’s true. People are listening
to it and seeing it. A lot of it has been done with the
partnerships that have been made.”
A summer concert series, regular farmers’ market,
Strawberry Festival, Taste of Kokomo and Oktoberfest are
among the special events.
“People come out; they stay,” LaFollette emphasizes.
“Downtown businesses are supporting each other. They get
on social media and say: ‘I’m going to stay open later
because Taste of Kokomo is going on; stop in and see me.’
The foot traffic is there.”
Jill Evers operates two The UPS Store locations and is
active in local chamber and Alliance activities. Even changes
as simple as the two-way streets have made a significant
difference, in her opinion. “When I come downtown, there
are cars, there are people, there is traffic. It’s great to see.”
And there is the city’s first reliable public transportation
system in decades. Federal stimulus money was used to
purchase a building to house two trolleys, which were built
in Elkhart (Indiana’s other national symbol of economic
distress during the recession).
Ridership has surged from an estimated 75 to 100 a
day to more than 800 daily – and it’s still free. “We don’t
want drivers responsible for cash. We don’t charge people to
plow the streets (when it snows). This is just another
amenity.” Goodnight explains.
Steve Daily, Kokomo mayor from 1980-88 and now
chancellor of Ivy Tech Community College, recalls that “we
tried to do (a public transit system) in the ’70s when I was
on city council. This barrier has been with us forever. My
students are the biggest beneficiaries.”

Auto excellence

Kokomo’s automotive history is on display at the Elwood Haynes
Museum, while current Delphi and Chrysler operations have
benefited from strong local leadership and corporate investment.

While today’s numbers don’t match the 20,000-plus
jobs of the auto industry heyday, Chrysler boasts more than
4,500 employees at four plants and the various Delphi and
GM operations include 3,000 more. Parent companies keep
investing in the local facilities, such as Chrysler Group’s
$1.3 billion (the largest company investment in a single
community in one year) for projects such as an advanced
front-wheel drive transmission and the first domestic eightspeed automatic transmission.
Delphi, long a leader in auto electronics, is operating
more like a start-up with its refurbishing of an existing
Kokomo building to make circuit boards that control
Continued on page 58
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Continued from page 50

Music and sidewalk painting were
only part of the fun for visitors
of all ages to the community’s
Oktoberfest celebration.

AndyMark, a business that
services the FIRST Robotics
needs of students around the
country, is a recent Inventrek
Technology Park graduate.
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hybrid vehicles. An $89 million matching grant from the U.S. Department of Energy was
crucial for that project.
When asked why the dollars keep flowing to the Kokomo operations, Hartwig of GM Components
and Chrysler plant manager Brad Clark were quick to respond.
“We’re as talented as anybody,” Clark contends. “Some of the best transmissions in the world
are produced here.”
Hartwig adds, “We wouldn’t be able to do a lot of things we’ve done without the experience
base and the talent we’ve got here.” GM resumed control of the Kokomo operation a few years
ago because of the “capability and intellectual horsepower. They wanted to protect the supply of
critical components that come out of here, while allowing us to go seek and find new business.”
In addition, the difficult times have forged new relationships. Both the companies and the
long-time employees are committed to doing what they can to avoid another downturn.
“People want us to be a contributing entity in the community,” offers Hartwig, who adds
that he has moved with his family 10 times in his 31-year career. “Most of the people I work
with in my plant have been here their whole life. They like
living here; they want to be here. They want us to be successful
here.
“There’s a complete realization that it’s not business as
usual any more. We run the plant as joint leadership now,” he
continues. “There has been a big change in attitude toward
being successful – union and management working together
and trying to find the best way.”
Clark, who had a short stint in Kokomo in the late 1980s,
also says times have indeed changed.
“I think we may have lost a little connection with the
community, but that has turned around the last two years,” he
reiterates. “Some of it is being a cheerleader at times for the
different activities. The quality of life (improvements), those are
things I can talk about with the workforce, the different plant
managers. Our relationship with the local (union), we’re almost
in parallel when it comes to supporting the community. We’re
not going in different directions.”
Clark tells the story of a man who shared at a Kokomo
Huddle meeting (a weekly fellowship for men) that despite not
working for the company that he went to the Chrysler parking
lot during the worst of times and prayed for the employer to
bounce back. “That really touched me. I shared it with the
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workforce. People in the community were rooting for us to come out (of
bankruptcy).”
Goodnight credits the leadership at all the major companies for their
community involvement. “They are everywhere – all the things they are doing
in the community. I just don’t remember it being that way 10 years ago.”

Back to work and school
Not all the talented engineers and others returned to automotive
employment. Some have landed at Inventrek Technology Park, a high-tech
incubator that is also part of the Alliance. Among the products and services
offered by client companies are robotics components, enhanced wireless
information, water quality testing, service outsourcing and more.
“We’re still in the early stages of diversification,” Conrad admits.
“Inventrek just had its fifth graduate that has gone out and is operating in
Kokomo. It captures that talent, most of which was generated out of Delphi’s
downsizing. It’s working. All the resources are there, the entrepreneurial
guidance.”
Other talented individuals are enhancing their abilities before moving on
to a new venture. Ivy Tech’s Daily points out that the pool of nominees for
Education opportunities are
the annual Chancellor’s Award has been dominated the last two years by students who received
plentiful, including on the
Trade Adjustment Act funding due to losing their jobs to foreign competition.
Indiana University-Kokomo
“This award is for the best and brightest in academics and through involvement in the
campus.
community,” Daily explains. “These are bright, caring, hard-working people who are redefining
themselves because of what has happened in manufacturing. They’re going to school full time
before they go back into the workforce, mostly in other kinds
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of work.”
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