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A
re we there yet? 
 Those familiar words used to only conjure up flashbacks of family vacations 
in the car. Hours seemed liked days and you wondered aloud from the backseat if 
the actual destination would ever be reached.
 Unfortunately, nowadays, that wishful and exasperated sentiment is attached 
to something that’s far from child’s play: the country’s economic recovery. 

 Some experts have been telling us it’s beginning, but does it feel like we’re really getting 
anywhere – in Indiana and throughout the United States? Your answer may very well depend on 
how far you have to travel; in other words, how hard hit you’ve been by the downturn.
 Sharing their personal experiences and thoughts on the federal government response, plus 
offering a snapshot of what’s going on in various industries and in areas across the state are:

Word on the street
 “I do think that people believe we’re heading in the right direction, but I get the sense that 
most people believe this bad stretch is far from over. It’s going to be a long, slow recovery, and I 
don’t see that people are going to be as willing to go out and go into debt and just spend like 
they did before,” Fledderman offers.
 “There’s people who put their mortgage payment on their credit card to make ends meet. 
They’re going to remember that stuff. … We went through some real tough times, and a lot of 
our people did earlier this year with the economy, where we were at and where the automotive 
(industry) was at. We’re on our way, but I think we have long way to go yet,” he asserts.
 Marcuccilli knows firsthand about people’s hesitancy to go into debt at this time. 
 “We don’t see a real heavy demand from home equity lines of credit, and credit is readily 
available. That also extends to retail and even commercial, particularly where a number of our 
clients have lines of credit and they virtually have paid those down, which tells you they don’t 
anticipate immediate borrowing, and they just don’t want the additional overhead while they’re 
going through this time,” he maintains. “So even though the numbers look positive in the third 
quarter, we didn’t see a lot of borrowing.”
 Thrift, whose company is in construction and real estate development, says his area – the 
western part of the state – was already feeling the pinch prior to the economy bottoming. Vigo 
County had lost a large employer, Pfizer, and its 650 jobs. Since then, like the rest of Indiana, 
there have been other job losses, but he reports there are now some encouraging signs. 
 “We had a recent announcement of about 500 jobs in the Newport emissions plants; that’s 
very positive. A construction company that constructs wind energy throughout the country just 
announced 70 new jobs north of Terre Haute.
 “Our county was also successful in acquiring the Pfizer property so that’s over 1,000 acres 
of a really ready-made industrial plant … there has already been some interest in the facility. 
Hopefully these positive signs will take root and lead to more,” Thrift notes.
 Besides his duties at Star Financial , Marcuccilli chairs the Northeast Indiana Regional 
Partnership. He states that in terms of jobs lost, “Northern Indiana is probably in the worst 
position in the state, primarily due to its ties to automotive as well as recreational vehicles. So I 
think the recovery up there is going to be real slow, and it’s probably somewhat of a jobless 
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recovery for a while.”
 Babcock agrees. “We’re at least seeing our unemployment 
rates turn around a little bit from August to September – 
LaPorte and Porter counties in particular – but all of our 
counties in Northwest Indiana are showing a modest 
improvement. Porter County probably looks the best at 8.2%.”
 In terms of signals from the business community, Babcock 
admits the public utility has seen a mixed bag. “ArcelorMittal is 
going to restart a couple of blast furnaces, so they see some 
potential in terms of things getting better.
 “On the other hand, U.S. Steel is idling their No. 14 blast 
furnace for repairs and more or less getting prepared for 
something better as it comes forward.”

Uniqueness and uncertainty
 It’s important for this context, Marcuccilli explains, to 
realize this recession is different at 
its core because of what precipitated 
it – the housing crunch and the 
associated lending. 
 “Normally, it’s a consumer 
slowdown and demand, and then 
you wait until that catches back up 
and then people go back to work. 
This time, it’s been much more 
subdued, which means it’s probably 
going to take longer to come out of.
 “You don’t want to have to live through telling someone 
(again), ‘Hey, I don’t have a job for you anymore,’ ” he offers.
 For Fledderman, the tough decisions his company made 
were ones it hadn’t faced in its 30-year history. “People worked 
really hard to downsize and cut costs to kind of stop the 
bleeding. Things are going to have to get really, really busy 
before we are willing to put that cost back into it because we 
don’t want to go through that again. It would be really painful 
for a lot of people to do that, including us.” 
 He says that many companies are continuing to use 
temporary workers, while others chose to simply increase the 
hours of their existing workforce. “They’ll work a lot of overtime 
before you start seeing new people hired.”
 Thrift cuts right to the heart of what’s holding people 
back. “The conventional wisdom is that whether it’s Wall 
Street or the board room, they (businesses) don’t hate anything 
more than uncertainty. And that’s all we have right now, 
uncertainty about what’s around the corner. 
 “Until we got some clear direction in Washington to step 
back and take away the threat of entering each and every 
industry and taking over a bigger part of it, I don’t see the 
confidence coming back for people to reinvest or certainly 
consumer confidence,” he surmises. 

Federal help or hindrance
 Yet confidence is precisely what the federal government 
sought to instill with its stimulus plan. However, any positives 
from the effort will be short-lived says the group – and that’s 
the best spin on it.

 “I think the stimulus was a huge failure,” Thrift announces. 
“It was mostly policy for which the unintended consequences 
we’re going to see for years. And, we spent resources that now 
we don’t have available to actually influence areas where the 
government could be helpful.”
 For example, Babcock would have preferred some more 
dollars targeted toward infrastructure. “Because when you invest 
there, you’re really investing in those regions and communities, 
and that creates jobs and opportunities for future jobs.”
 While Marcuccilli hesitated to give the stimulus package an 
outright “F,” he did illustrate its inherent flaw. “It was like Congress 
had an opportunity to play Santa Claus and got everybody a 

toy, but when the children open 
their toys, they don’t last very long. 
 “Everybody got a piece of 
something, but it had no long-lasting 
effect, no job creation behind it. 
That’s why today people are sitting 
back and saying, ‘You pass this 
$800 million stimulus and where is 
the real impact?’
 “I don’t think this is rocket 
science. People understand pretty much 
when we’ve had other recessions 

how we’ve been able to come out of 
them; it’s because government steps back 
and says, ‘Let us do something so you’ll 

create jobs.’ But in this case, the stimulus did not offer business 
a real reason why it should create jobs. All I kept seeing was 
uncertainty and my costs going up,” Marcuccilli contends.
 Adds Fledderman, “I worry about when the stimulus money 
runs out and it’s up to the consumer – then what really happens.”
 Separately, the Cash for Clunkers program to aid the auto 
industry did rev up sales for a brief period, but September was 
actually the second lowest car sales month for 2009 (as of mid-
November), reports Fledderman. 
 “That basically says we’re not selling what we’re making, 
which means they’re filling up the lots again, replacing the 
inventory. … Now you’re back to only making what they’re 
selling. Through January and maybe February, we’re really going 
to see things slow down again in the car market,” he predicts.
 For those businesses that supply 
the auto industry, Cash for Clunkers 
spared some that otherwise would 
not have made it. While that’s good 
news for those businesses, 
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out of it leaner.”

Jody Fledderman
Batesville Tool & Die, Inc.



16 BizVoice/Indiana Chamber – January/February 2010

Fledderman expresses it may not be good for that sector in the long run because consolidation 
needs to take place. 
 “Now it keeps a lot of pressure on pricing because there’s a lot of competition out there, and 

the consolidation that really needed to happen didn’t happen nearly 
to the extent it should have.”

Indiana prospects
 Regardless of what’s next from the nation’s capital, Indiana can 
rely on certain advantages all its own. The state has lower housing costs, 
lower business costs and a more friendly tax climate than neighboring states. 
 Babcock determines, “That comes from leadership at the state 
level, and we have a huge advantage in terms of the current 
administration and what the Indiana Economic Development 
Corporation has been able to do over the last five years.
 “When I go over to Illinois, they are very envious of the leadership 

we have in the state to control business cost expenses, and, in fact, particularly 
here (in Northwest Indiana) right now we are getting an increased number 
of inquiries from businesses wanting to come into the area,” he conveys. 
 “So I think we are doing a lot of the right stuff; it’s just if we can hang 
in here long enough to really weather the economic downturn.”

 In November, initial economic reports from Indiana University forecasted the state adding 
50,000 jobs in 2010 and personal income growth of 2%. Though modest compared to what 
we’ve seen in past years, the news was more optimistic than other information. But is this reality?
 “While Indiana has a big advantage (on some other states), it’s still going to be dependent 
upon what happens at the national and even international levels as to whether or not we hit 
50,000,” Babcock believes.
 Adds Fledderman, “The Honda plant in Greensburg added a second shift, they’re putting a 
Carbon Motors plant in Connersville, the RV industry is picking up. Things aren’t perfect (in Indiana), 
but I don’t know of any place that people are doing business, especially in the manufacturing 
industry, that is going to be more friendly and going to try to help you and try to attract you more 
than we do. I think Indiana’s future looks good, if the national stuff doesn’t trump it all.”

Lending landscape
 When it comes to how the surviving financial institutions have been impacted, Marcuccilli 
quite simply begins, “You’re going to see that the cost of the lending industry itself is going to 

have a negative impact on any financial institution.
 “What I mean by that is that all of us pay the FDIC premiums, and 
the FDIC has had to take over a number of banks. Regardless of where they 
are in the country, that cost is shared across the board. At our bank, our 
FDIC insurance in 2008 was $280,000. Our FDIC insurance this year 
(2009) will be over $3 million, and they anticipate that to stay at that level 
for the next three years,” he declares.
 “When cycles happen and banks fail, that’s what you’re going to see. 
To date (for 2009), I think they’re at 120 bank failures in the country.”
 The skyrocketing premiums will continue until there are adequate 
reserves to cover any potential bank failures in the future. It typically takes 

about 10 years, says Marcuccilli, to replenish the coffers. 
 Fledderman chimes in that he has friends in the manufacturing and automotive industries 
that are deemed too risky to lend to because of their “access to capital,” yet they are in a real 
pinch due to the nature of those businesses.
 Marcuccilli says no pressure has been put on his bank to be restrictive to what industries it 
serves. “Obviously, we look at industry segments as to who’s pretty well positioned. But, for any 
company that’s strapped for cash, unless they have adequate collateral, they’re going to have a 
much tougher time trying to find a borrower or lender to take care of them,” he describes.
 Fledderman also mentions a proposed bill in Washington aimed at guaranteeing loans to 
manufacturers; the banks will go ahead and loan the money, but the bulk of the amount is 
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guaranteed by the government. 
 There’s a very basic reason this is needed, he says. “If things do ramp up, the 
manufacturers are going to need money to buy materials or pay people. It’s not like 
going to a grocery store where you pay for an item when you leave. You start making it, 
they don’t pay for 60 days thereafter, so you’re financing that for three or four months a 
lot of times without any money coming in.” 
 Thrift has similar concerns for his own sector. “There is so much damage on the 
horizon there. … I’ve heard numbers that are in trillions of dollars of debt maturity in 
the commercial real estate arena over the next couple of years. 
 “You don’t have buyers entering the market and the velocity of sales are way down 
and it keeps the values depressed. So it’s very difficult to see a recovery there until 
permanent debt markets are loosened up and available,” he states.
 According to Marcuccilli, bank regulators recently did come up with new 
guidelines for commercial real estate lending “in part to head off a major catastrophe. 
They are going to allow banks to renegotiate financing based on the worthiness of the 
borrower and the cash flow capabilities, regardless of the market value of the project.” 
He notes this is the first time in 30-plus years this has happened.

Next year’s headlines
 While there has been much angst expressed in this discussion, there is also optimism – 
especially when looking further down the road in 2010.
 “I think a lot of companies – I know ours included – will be better for going through 
this. We’ll come out of it leaner,” Fledderman shares. “So if the country handles it right, 
the U.S. can come out of this more competitive than before and be a bigger player.”
 Thrift hopes to look back “at a picture where we see the American people 
demonstrated that they didn’t want more government, they didn’t want larger 
government, and that we beat back quite a few of those efforts to take over industries.”
 Though cautious, he also looks for things to be brighter as the year marches on: 
“While things won’t take off, I think we’re looking at a picture that will start to 
improve, be on the right track.”
 Adds Babcock, “I believe we’re going to be better than the national average in 
terms of unemployment. I’m going to also predict that the state is going to continue to 
be a bright spot in the Midwest.”
 Meanwhile, Marcuccilli expects noticeable economic improvement “by the end of 
the third quarter and start of the fourth quarter in 2010. 
 “A lot of bright minds and talented people will have figured out where they’ve 
been, how they got there and how they’re not going to go back there. It will be very 
competitive moving forward both in the state and the regions. I think that’s a very 
positive sign for Indiana.”
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Resources: Don Babcock at (800) 262-6477 or www.ni-econdev.com

Jody Fledderman at (812) 934-5616 or www.btdinc.com 

Jim Marcuccilli at (260) 428-7070 or www.starfinancial.com

Paul Thrift at (812) 235-5959 or www.thompsonthrift.com

Success Amid Challenging Times
 Learn how Kroger’s business model and proactive 
approach has enabled the company to achieve a positive 
outlook in Indiana during this economic slowdown.
 “If you are not positioned to be really nimble and keep 
up with or keep ahead of consumers, you are in trouble,” says 
spokesperson John Elliott. 
 Read about Kroger’s strategy in a web exclusive at 
www.bizvoicemagazine.com. 




