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W
hat does the average Indiana resident know about Kokomo?
11..  TThheeyy  mmaayy  oorr  mmaayy  nnoott  bbee  aawwaarree  tthhaatt  tthhee  cciittyy  hhaass  rraannkkeedd  aammoonngg  nnaattiioonnaall

lleeaaddeerrss  iinn  hhoouussiinngg  aaffffoorrddaabbiilliittyy  iinn  rreecceenntt  yyeeaarrss..
22..  TThheeyy  lliikkeellyy  kknnooww  aabboouutt  tthhee  mmaannuuffaaccttuurriinngg  pprroowweessss  ((aaggaaiinn,,  aammoonngg  tthhee

ttoopp  ccoommmmuunniittiieess  iinn  rreelliiaannccee  oonn  tthhaatt  eeccoonnoommiicc  sseeccttoorr)),,  ppaarrttiiccuullaarrllyy  iinn  tthhee
aauuttoommoottiivvee  iinndduussttrryy..

33..  TThheerree  ssuurree  aarree  aa  lloott  ooff  ssttoopplliigghhttss  oonn  tthhaatt  bbyyppaassss..
Mayor Matt McKillip, elected in November 2003, can’t do much about the latter, although he

and others are hopeful that a restructuring of U.S. 31 (on a faster track in the Daniels’ administration’s
Major Moves plan) will take place sooner rather than later. He, with private sector leaders, is focused
on enhancing the housing opportunities, retaining the manufacturing success and diversifying
the economy.

The issues and challenges in Kokomo are not unique, according to the mayor.
“For people who know the state but don’t know a lot about Kokomo, we’re a microcosm of

what’s happening in the state. The state itself has not changed a lot in its reliance on manufacturing,
and Kokomo is very reliant, particularly on the auto industry,” he states. “My philosophy is very
similar to the governor’s. I worked at Procter & Gamble (in Cincinnati and Europe). He worked
for Eli Lilly. We want to make government run a little more like a well-run business.”

Auto power
Manufacturing jobs in the Kokomo area topped 20,000 in 1970, according to the Indiana

Business Research Center. That number was down to 15,800 in 2005 – a decline, but a victory
compared to many other cities in Indiana and beyond. Chrysler transmission facilities and
Delphi electronics plants have been community staples.

Not only have the job numbers been strong, but so have the financial rewards. Adding in
benefits and overtime brings the average manufacturing wage to more than $120,000. The more
than $53,000 overall average income in Kokomo in 2003 was nearly $10,000 more than any
other metro area in the state.

While admitting that Kokomo has “fared better than most,” McKillip and community leaders
face the consequences of the October 2005 bankruptcy announcement by Delphi. The fate of

the company, and its presence in Kokomo, won’t be known
until later this year. The hope, though, is that the decades
of success have set the stage for the community to benefit
from the restructuring.

“I think that’s the term I would use,” McKillip confirms
when asked if he is cautiously optimistic. “That headquarters
(the electrical and safety division) is here. Those engineers
are here. As we talked to Delphi, we told them there is no
better place for consolidation. The products made here are
strategic to Delphi’s future. That gives us a little advantage
over other Delphi communities.”

Greg Aaron, president of the Kokomo/Howard County
Development Corporation (KHDC), shares those sentiments.
“We want to see this as an opportunity to grow Kokomo. If
the company downsizes, we want them to utilize the
facilities here.”

The positives of the now DaimlerChrysler and Delphi
presence have far outweighed any negatives. McKillip, who
strives to conduct visits each week with companies in the
community, has seen the impact firsthand.

Keep, Aquire and Grow
Development Efforts Include Unique Housing Initiative
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Community leaders remain hopeful that the Delphi
reorganization will bring more jobs to Kokomo.



“For suppliers, it’s been an attraction. Of the companies
I visit, one in three is making or supplying something for
Delphi or DaimlerChrysler. Retail and restaurants have benefited,”
he adds. “We have more restaurants per capita than most
cities – and very successful ones.

“Some people we talked to – this is not as much now as
years ago – were fearful to come, saying, ‘We can’t compete
in salaries.’ They didn’t want to get their workforce trained
and then lose them. But Delphi and DaimlerChrysler have
not hired in masses (of people) the way they used to.”

Aaron notes that there has always been a two or even
three-tier wage system in place. Beyond the big two companies,
the “rest of the wages have been very competitive.”

Adding to the mix
While the optimism may be in place, both McKillip and Aaron know that diversity is essential

in today’s economy. Beyond the important focus on retention – tax abatement and a revolving
loan fund are among the tools in place – is the effort to attract and grow new companies.

On the attraction side, McKillip says, “We’re making some progress, but every city in Indiana,
and the rest of the world for that matter, is trying to do the same. The third leg is incubating
new start-ups. The city has financed Inventrek (Technology Park) heavily and will provide seed
money to keep it going until it is self-sustaining.”

The former Kokomo headquarters of Delphi Electronics & Safety was donated to KHDC in
2003. The organization has been in the building for two years, and the facility became a state
certified technology park one year ago. Currently, seven start-up companies have added 33 jobs
to the economy.

“We’re blessed with a large number of engineers from Delphi, Daimler, Haynes International
and other places,” Aaron explains. “We’ve seen early retirements and some layoffs,” making these
people prime candidates to start their own entrepreneurial companies. 

Current companies work in areas that include software development, identification of
contaminated electronics, lead-free soldering and telematics. Renovations continue within the
building, which also houses some Ivy Tech health programs.

Aaron hopes to develop more companies like BTI Electronics, which he describes as “high-tech
and home-grown.” Discussions are currently taking place with three different businesses that he
categorizes as advanced manufacturing operations.

Stay, don’t go
McKillip, during his business visits, has found that most companies don’t know about the

financial resources that are available at the various levels of government. The city is offering
training funds to help boost worker achievement and company productivity.

The mayor also sees an exodus from the city after the workday ends. A partial answer to
that has been the recent development of the Project Grow
Kokomo program. It offers college-educated persons who
work in the county, but reside outside of the region a reason
to move. A loan, up to $10,000 or 10% of the purchase price
of a new home within the Kokomo city limits, is the incentive.
If the homebuyer stays in Kokomo for five years, the loan
will be forgiven.

“We have a nightly brain drain. People choose to work
in Kokomo for the high wages, but they live in another city,”
McKillip offers. “It’s not from a lack of affordable housing.
We need more college-educated workers in Kokomo. When
they’re not here, they’re not spending money in our stores,
not volunteering in the community, not donating to the local
United Way.”

Discretionary spending by new residents, along with the
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Project Grow Kokomo is an
effort to bring more college
educated workers to the city,
which ranks high nationally in
affordable housing.

Mayor Matt McKillip leads the discussion
during the city’s first International Summit.



local property and income taxes paid, will more than pay for the
program. People were calling within days of the announcement,
according to McKillip, and the first loan was in the process of
being closed in late January.

Unlike most good ideas, the mayor says this one appears
to be an original. “As far as we know, it was invented in Kokomo.”
Other communities are said to be considering similar programs.

McKillip is also looking internationally. Largely because of
DaimlerChrysler, the city was ranked No. 1 in 2004 for U.S.
cities with European investment. The mayor is planning a
trade mission to Germany, not only because of the automaker’s
presence there but due to some of the local steel and metal
fabrication companies that might be able to form global alliances.

Community enhancement
Additional areas of focus for the mayor are neighborhood

revitalization and beautification efforts. Walking and biking
paths, rails to trails development and what is said to be the
world’s first skate park with a “bent full pipe” are among the
attractions. The skate park, which opened in October 2005,
has already had visitors from 13 states.

“We have to offer the kind of amenities today’s workers

want,” McKillip says.
Switching to additional issues facing the community, he points

out that Kokomo has emerged from the “greatest fiscal crisis it
has ever seen. Drastic budget cuts were needed in order to ensure
financial stability.” That challenge, however, won’t go away.

“There’s a greater demand for services with fewer revenues.
A problem a lot of others face is that our infrastructure had
been neglected for years – not only above ground, but in the
sewer system. We have a federal mandate to spend $48 million
in the next 15 years. We’ll be fined if we don’t do it, but there
are no additional monies.”

Following the plan
Aaron states that the business community has always been

supportive of economic development programs. Nevertheless,
business, government and economic development leaders
came together in late 2005 to discuss future efforts. Donor
fatigue, in both money and time, was one impetus, with the
overall goal to make sure collaboration and shared strategies
are at their highest levels.

“We want to see how we might improve our efficiencies,”
he says. “We think we’re doing a pretty good job, but it’s good
to have someone come in from the outside and take a look.”

KHDC also has released the first annual report on its
strategic economic development plan. The four primary goals
in the plan, launched in 2004, are job retention and expansion,
economic diversification, quality of life improvements and
image enhancement.

More than a dozen partners from a variety of organizations
and agencies are involved in the process.

“We have stakeholders who have made commitments to
take on different portions of the plan,” Aaron explains. “It’s not
just a strategic plan that was put up on a shelf. This was a
summary of the first year’s work and some of the things we
didn’t quite accomplish.”

That work, both he and McKillip assure, will continue.
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I N F O R M A T I O N  L I N K

Resources: Matt McKillip, Kokomo mayor, at (765) 465-7444
or www.cityofkokomo.org

Greg Aaron, Kokomo/Howard County Development
Corporation, at (765) 457-2000 or www.khdc.org

Frontline Logic (managing partner Brent Seaman, right) is one of seven companies currently operating in the Inventrek Technology Park.

The Kokomo Skate Park has proven to be a popular attraction since
opening in October 2005.




