
M
aintaining the status quo is not enough in today’s competitive business environment.
Changing, adapting to the circumstances that are not always within your control,
is not only desired, but a necessity.

That change comes in a variety of forms. In Angola, a university-led technology
center is seeking to discover and nurture the businesses of tomorrow. In Auburn,
downtown businesses are looking to survive and thrive by building community

pride. These are among the innovative efforts taking place in Steuben and DeKalb counties.
BizVoice also looks at a new entity, the Steuben County Economic Development Corporation,

and a 30-year-old company, Ashley Industrial Molding, dealing with current issues.

Training and more
Indiana’s manufacturing strength over the years has been no secret. Northeast Indiana has helped

lead the way, with a heavy manufacturing concentration that includes a number of plastics industries.
A common training ground, in the form of a Plastics Technology Center, opened in March 2001.

The center was gifted to Tri-State University in February 2004. The plastics training has been
maintained and enhanced, with the mission broadened to include entrepreneurship and business
development resources.

Two significant grants helped determine the direction of the center. The Wisconsin-
based Kern Family Foundation, with ties to Tri-State, sought the establishment of an entrepreneur

program to complement the university’s strong engineering and business offerings. The grant
helped establish an entrepreneurship minor, with a class in entrepreneur leadership beginning
the process. 

In addition, a Lilly Endowment grant focused on three initiatives: enhancing the plastics
training, starting a business incubator, and expanding internship and co-op opportunities.

Executive Director Sharon Sallot says the 12,500-square-foot center has enormous
potential for students, existing companies and entrepreneurs.

“Business and engineering students will have the opportunity to work out here,” she explains,
citing business plan creation and engineering support among the numerous possibilities.
“Our advanced plastics training is expanding in the spring as RJG, a nationally recognized
certification training program, has chosen (our site) as Indiana’s training center.”

Broad-based approach
Sallot lists five missions for the technology center:

• Plastics training. The current focus on injection molding will be expanded
to other technologies, including extrusion molding, the certification training
and a master’s molding program.

• Information technology training, utilizing the Cisco and Microsoft systems.
• The Enterprise Center, an incubator resident program. The first client is in place

in Fort Wayne-based SourceOne Solutions. The information technology
management company has been expanding its business in Steuben and
surrounding counties. In addition, Sallot notes three clients are in the
affiliate program, with feasibility studies under way on their business start-up
proposals.

• Research and development for universities and businesses. “We’re letting everyone
know Tri-State is a well-respected engineering school with a plastics niche.
We can support research efforts at other universities or the industry level.”
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Looking to the Future
Efforts Include Technology
Center, Downtown Preservation
By Tom Schuman
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Sharon Sallot (top) says the
Tri-State Technology Center will
continue to focus on plastics
training, as well as offering
opportunities for students and
entrepreneurs.



• Community roundtables that open the center for business
innovation discussions. Early sessions featured Rose-Hulman
Ventures’ Jim Eifert and the Indiana Venture Center’s Steve Beck. 

“Those have been very, very exciting. People with ideas
that are in the thinking stages have been staying around after the
presentations,” Sallott reports. “I think they see the technology
center as a neutral ground, a welcome center. It opens up the
creativity and thought process.”

County development
Helping spread the word about the Tri-State Technology

Center and the other assets of the county that forms a tri-state
region with Ohio and Michigan is the Steuben County Economic
Development Corporation (SCEDC). A partnership that includes
the five local chambers of commerce in the county created the new
entity, which hired Gary Nielander as executive director in February 2004. 

Nielander boosts more than 30 years of community planning
and economic development experience, the most recent stint in
Peru in Miami County. He showed up on his first day in the new
position with a gold pin that includes the slogan, “We’ve got a
corner on the good life.”

“We have plenty of transportation infrastructure. We have the
quality of life with our 100-plus lakes,” Nielander says. “Of the
first 21 manufacturers I visited, 19 were extremely pleased with
the workforce. Some people think the job is all about chasing
new companies. That’s probably 20-25% of the time. It’s not just
chasing smokestacks. You have to take care of the children you have.”

SCEDC is fulfilling its mission, in part, by becoming the first local economic development
organization to utilize innovative database sharing software on its web site, Nielander claims. A
technology known as dynamic page programming allows visitors to access property lists and
view property descriptions that include such details as ceiling heights, loading bays and utility
services in addition to size and price.

Another outreach effort involves Nielander utilizing his past connections with Japan, a
country he has visited 12 times since 1988. He has helped various other Indiana communities
establish strong ties that led to Japanese business investment and growth.

Looking up in downtown
The number of Indiana communities trying to revive their downtowns nearly equals the total

number of cities and towns. The Downtown Auburn Business Association (DABA) is working to make
sure the DeKalb County seat remains a vibrant, active community.

DABA received the 2004 Member of the Year award from the local
chamber of commerce for activities such as sponsoring downtown
banners and planters, cruise-ins, a Little League tournament, various
fairs and community events, the annual
Christmas parade and much more.

Mike Littlejohn is DABA president
and owner of Carbaugh Jewelers, a
downtown tradition for more than
103 years. The 42-year-old, who
worked at the jewelry store 17 years
before purchasing it, says the
recognition and achievements are
due to a new attitude.

“We’ve shifted the focus to not
just retail, not just keeping people
downtown to spend money, but to
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Longtime businesses are
changing the way they relate
to the community in Auburn,
including bringing people
downtown with a dynamic
holiday display.

Mike Littlejohn, owner of
Carbaugh Jewelers, emphasizes
history and community preservation
in downtown Auburn.



the building of community pride and preservation,” he asserts. “Our
mission is one of philanthropy. It’s the strength in ‘we’ as opposed
to ‘me.’ It’s the philosophy that if you give, you’re going to receive.”

Littlejohn offers examples. An annual holiday parade that had
taken place the day after Thanksgiving since the 1940s had dwindled
to precious few entries. DABA moved the event to the Tuesday
evening before the holiday, before people go out of town to visit
family. A 50-foot wide by 30-foot tall Christmas display on the
side of a downtown building was added in 2004. A large crowd
and television cameras from Fort Wayne were part of the festivities.

Not everyone is on board with the new approach. DABA includes
approximately half of the nearly 60 downtown businesses. The
former approach, including advertising specials at each of the stores
in the local newspaper, is not enough, according to Littlejohn.

“You can’t get anywhere without being proactive. We’re creating
a sense of community pride, and we’re going to survive because of that,” Littlejohn reasons. “When
I bought the jewelry store, 25% of our business plan dealt with jewelry. The rest of it was the
fact that we’re not going anywhere.

“When you walk in here, it’s like a museum. We have our history on display. It creates a sense
of pride and a sense of security. We’ve been able to grow 4-6% a year in some tough economic times.”

The work is far from over, but Littlejohn sees positive signs. The fact that DABA doesn’t
take sole credit for any of its initiatives is encouraging.

“The thing I’m most proud of is that the city administration and departments all seem to be
on board. All the groups seem to be working well together. That has not always been the case,”
he admits. “Do we have a long way to go? Sure. With downtown economic development, we
share that vision. It’s something we can gradually ease into.”

Industrial issues
A variety of economic development issues are on the mind of Rod Schoon, plant manager for

Ashley Industrial Molding (AIM). The company, which dates back to 1975 and was purchased by
the plant management group in 2001, offers design, engineering, packaging, material formulation
and molding services for the agricultural, recreational, construction, electrical and industrial
product industries.

“In general, the ag economy has been much stronger. If farmers have got money and they’re
willing to spend it, that’s good for us,” Schoon contends. “Trucking and logistics have become
more difficult the last 15 months or so. We don’t use a lot of steel, but it has been hard to get.”

It’s environmental regulation that takes a high priority, however, for Schoon and the company.
Past experiences that found Indiana rules and agencies easier to deal with than neighboring Michigan
no longer apply. An anticipated three-month process to amend an air permit took a grueling 14 months.

AIM’s 250-ton permit restricted the company to 100-ton emissions on its paint line. Schoon,
who says the company only uses about 20 tons otherwise, simply wanted to expand the paint
line to 150 tons.

“I thought I was far ahead of the curve,” he reasons. “My business is increasing. We’re probably
going to have to add another paint line in the next 12 to 24 months. I hope (new governor)
Mitch Daniels gets this straightened out.”

Schoon credits a strong Hispanic work ethic for its abilities to do a job that is not easy. Too many
other young people, however, seem averse to working hard. Drug problems, as methamphetamine
extends into rural areas, are another concern.

Working together, however, public and private sector leaders are confident about the future.
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I N F O R M A T I O N  L I N K

Resources: Tri-State Technology Center at (260) 624-2420

Steuben County Economic Development Corporation at (260) 665-6889 or www.steubenedc.com

Mike Littlejohn, Downtown Auburn Business Association, at (260) 925-3113

Rod Schoon, Ashley Industrial Molding, at (260) 587-9155

Rod Schoon hopes for improved
performance from Indiana’s
environmental agency.
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(State ranks in parentheses)
Population (1990) 35,324 (40)
Population (2003) 41,129 (35)
Population (2010 projected) 41,993 (34)

Adults (25+ in 2000 census) 25,500 (37)
Adults with high school diploma or higher 84.7%
(17)
Adults with B.A. or higher degree 12.4% (51)

Per capita personal income (2002) $26,551 (28)
Median household income (2000) $44,909 (12)

CCiittiieess aanndd TToowwnnss –– 22000033 PPooppuullaattiioonn
Auburn – 12,497 St. Joe – 475
Garrett – 5,762 Hamilton – 288
Butler – 2,726 Corunna – 251
Waterloo – 2,209 Altona – 196
Ashley – 658

CCoommmmuuttiinngg PPaatttteerrnnss ((22000022))
NNuummbbeerr PPeerrcceenntt

Into DeKalb County 6,711 23.8%
From Allen County 2,942 10.4%
From Steuben County 1,286 4.6%
From Noble County 1,204 4.3%
From Ohio (state) 420 1.5%
From LaGrange County 213 0.8%

Out of DeKalb County 5,803 21.3%
To Allen County 3,090 11.3%
To Noble County 1,338 4.9%
To Steuben County 709 2.6%
To Ohio (state) 153 0.6%
To Whitley County 101 0.4%

DeKalb County

R e g i o n a l  I n f o r m a t i o n  R e g i o n a l  I n f o r m a t i o n  

(State ranks in parentheses)
Population (1990) 27,446 (53)
Population (2003) 33,706 (47)
Population (2010 projected) 34,122 (46)

Adults (25+ in 2000 census) 21,170 (48)
Adults with high school diploma or higher 84.3%
(19)
Adults with B.A. or higher degree 15.5% (22)

Per capita personal income (2002) $24,913 (44)
Median household income (2000) $44,089 (17)

CCiittiieess aanndd TToowwnnss –– 22000033 PPooppuullaattiioonn
Angola – 7,725 Ashley – 339
Fremont – 1,691 Orland – 334
Hamilton – 936 Clear Lake – 235
Hudson – 596

CCoommmmuuttiinngg PPaatttteerrnnss ((22000022))
NNuummbbeerr PPeerrcceenntt

Into Steuben County 2,936 13.9%
From Michigan 1,097 5.2%
From DeKalb County 709 3.4%
From LaGrange County 350 1.7%
From Ohio (state) 266 1.3%
From Allen County 194 0.9%

Out of Steuben County 3,954 17.8%
To DeKalb County 1,286 5.8%
To Allen County 979 4.4%
To Michigan 367 1.7%
To LaGrange County 349 1.6%
To Noble County 344 1.6%

Steuben County

Steuben County is known for its numerous lakes and
Pokagon State Park.

The Auburn Cord Duesenberg Museum attracts visitors
from around the world to DeKalb County. 




