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INTRODUCTION1 
In June 2007, leaders from Troup County and the cities of LaGrange, West Point and Hogansville 
launched a two-year strategic planning initiative to create a framework for sustainable development.  
The goal of the effort is to develop innovative strategies for promoting quality growth, fostering 
healthy economic development, enhancing the quality of life and protecting Troup County’s sense of 
place and community.  Not only does the Troup County leadership want to further enhance the region’s 
great places for area residents and businesses, but there is great interest in being proactive and 
progressive about directing the community’s future growth and development to shape its future.  
These strategies are being designed in accordance with the county’s community vision and for 
implementation over the next five years.   
 
As Troup County prepares for the arrival of Kia, it is instructive to look towards other communities in 
the South that have undergone a similar change.  The Southeastern United States has been attracting 
auto manufacturers for several decades.  These companies saw the South as a relatively affordable 
place to do business, with business-friendly state governments, a smaller presence of unionized 
workers, and a workforce that was motivated and looking for quality job opportunities.  States 
throughout the country have begun competing with one another over the attraction of auto 
manufacturing facilities, and their corresponding suppliers.  As a result of this action, state and local 
incentives became a larger factor in location decisions.  The table below provides a brief overview of 
the auto manufacturing plants that have been established in the Southeastern U.S. since 1990.   
 

Auto Plants in the South East United States 

Autoplants City State County Employment 
(recent count)

Year 
Established

County 
Pop *

Interstate 
Access MSA*

GM Spring Hill TN Maury 4,341 1990 54,812 I-65 Yes^
BMW Spartanburg SC Spartanburg 4,700 1994 237,052 I-85, I-26 Yes
Toyota Princeton IN Gibson 4,645 1996 32,032 I-64 Yes^
DaimlerChrysler Vance AL Tuscaloosa 4,012 1997 159,878 I-20 Yes
Toyota Buffalo WV Putnam 1,150 1998 51,195 I-64 Yes
Toyota Huntsville AL Madison 950 2001 281,210 I-65 Yes
Honda Lincoln AL Talladega 4,500 2001 80,288 I-20 No
Nissan Canton MS Madison 4,200 2003 79,614 I-55 Yes
Hyundai Montgomery AL Montgomery 2,000 2004 221,010 I-65, I-85 Yes
Kia West Point GA Troup** 63,245 I-85 No
Toyota Blue Springs MS Union** 27,008 I-22 No  

*Source: Census - Year Established Population 
**2006 Population 

^Not part of MSA at Year Established 

This report highlights four communities in an attempt to learn how best to prepare for the arrival of a 
major manufacturing operation, and how best to prepare a local workforce for the employment 
opportunities that arrive with it.  These case studies are based on interviews conducted with 
representatives of the economic development and community development field, higher education, 
state government, local government and the private.   

 

                                                                 

1 This report is part of the “Preparing for the Future in Troup County, Georgia” series of reports that are being produced by 
Georgia Tech to support the development of the Troup County Regional Strategic Plan for Sustainable Development.  The Georgia 
Tech team includes representatives from the Georgia Tech Enterprise Innovation Institute and the Center for Quality Growth & 
Regional Development. 
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LINCOLN, AL – HONDA MANUFACTURING OF ALABAMA, LLC 

BY THE NUMBERS 
 

• Production Begins: November, 2001 
 

• Plant Size: 3.1 Million Square Feet 
• Site Size: 1,350 acres 

 
• Initial Employment Level: 1,500 
• Initial Employment Applications: 35,000 
• Current Employment Level: 4,500 

 
• 70%-75% of employees come from a 5 County Region 

o Talladega County – 22% 
o Calhoun County – 24% 
o Jefferson, Etowah & St. Claire Counties – 24% to 29%  

• Several employees travel upwards of 50-75 miles one way 
• Eventually the plant drew employees from 60 of Alabama’s 67 counties 

 
• Models in Production: Odyssey, Pilot & V-6 Engines 
• Annual Production Capacity: 300,000 vehicles & engines 
• Capital Invested: $1.27 billion 

 

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT 
 
As a condition of the negotiations between the State of Alabama and Honda, Alabama Industrial 
Development Training (AIDT) provided both application screening and job training services for the 
automaker.  Completion of the training program did not guarantee a job with Honda, and there was no 
compensation for participating, but the training was a requirement for employment consideration.           
 
The training facility built by the state sat across the street from the Honda plant.  This was one factor 
that made it difficult for individuals who resided further than 50-75 miles away to seek employment 
with the company.  It was too difficult for people to drive any greater distances and be on time to the 
instructional classes, and trainees were only allowed to miss one class in the series.  Currently, a local 
temp employment agency is helping Honda fill some staffing needs, but individual vying for full-time 
positions are still required to complete AIDT’s training program.   
 
The program developed for Honda was partly built on a program out of Detroit called Focus Hope.  
Representatives from Alabama had visited Detroit to learn about their training curriculum.   
 
AIDT’s training program included: 

• 40 hours of class work 
• Multiple classes each week 
• 5 nights of classroom activities 
• 7 nights of assessments on simulated Honda activities 

 
Classes Focused on: 

• Basic shop and metric math 
• Sketching (used as a form of communication between Japanese and American workers) 
• Making precision measurements 
• Making practical measurements 
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• Quality 
• Safety 

 
Assessments were conducted on 20 different work stations, rotating trainees among four stations per 
evening.  The curriculum was designed to build certain skills among Honda’s trainees.  A high school 
degree (or equivalent) and three years of work experience was preferred.  However, the company was 
not necessarily looking for individuals with a high degree of technical aptitude, but rather someone 
that was teachable and willing to learn anything they needed to in order to succeed.   
 
Specific items they taught and tested for included: 

• Teamwork 
• Flexibility  
• Assembly skills 
• Dexterity skills       
• Ability to follow directions 
• Ability to adapt quickly  

 

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT - CHALLENGES 
 
There were some impediments to fulfilling Honda’s workforce needs as well.  There was a lack of 
machining, welding and dye skills in the community, which made recruitment for these positions more 
difficult.  Many of these positions were filled by employees from other industrial companies, creating a 
gap that needed to be filled there as well.  Currently, there is a still a need for developing more 
employees with machinist or tool & dye skills, and there is a shortage of people who can fill mechanical 
maintenance positions. 
 
The educational system also posed certain challenges.  Community colleges did not view themselves as 
filling the same role as technical schools, and were resistant to adding mechanical and technical 
courses.  Alabama’s workforce development system had relied on 2-year colleges as a partner, but 4-
year colleges had previous not been a part of that system.  Working with local high school to develop 
programs that would aid the workforce needs of Honda and other industrial businesses was also 
difficult at first.  High school students viewed these “blue collar” jobs as undesirable, and many high 
schools were graded on the number of students that attended college, which impacted their willingness 
to prioritize a mechanical curriculum that would prepare someone for an industrial job.   
 

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT - OPPORTUNITIES 
 
Although challenges did exist, there were also a number of opportunities specifically related to Honda 
collaborating with the regional educational system that helped develop a workforce suited for 
employment in the advanced manufacturing sector:  Separate from the fact that Honda made a 
donation to the local school system in the amount of their exempted tax contribution.  Examples of 
collaboration are listed below:    

 
Community Involvement 

• Local companies began contacting presidents of local colleges to suggest implementing 
technologically driven programs at their schools.   

 
High Schools 

• High schools have begun conducting tech prep courses and have begun to embrace technical 
skills development. 

• One local high school created a welding program. 
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Post-Secondary Education 
• Honda has worked with Central Alabama Community College (CAC): 

o CAC ran an educational benefit program for some of Honda’s associates.  They could 
take courses at AIDT’s training center and earn credits towards a 2-year degree.  CAC 
also ran some courses for workers in industrial maintenance positions. 

• Gadsden State Community College: 
o Developed some classes for Honda as well, including a Japanese language class which 

was very popular. 
• Alabama Technology Network:  

o Developed and delivered software programs such as Auto-Cad, as well management 
training skills, and other things that AIDT does not do.   

• Auburn University:  
o Dr. Keivan Deravi Conducted economic impact studies for Mercedes and Honda.   

• Honda initially requested meetings with Auburn, Alabama & Tuskegee University.  They were 
specifically interested in computer science, business and engineering schools, as well as 
distance learning opportunities around their engineering needs.  They met with the Dean of 
each program, spent half a day at each school.  

• There are 6 2-year colleges in Alabama that have an advanced manufacturing program called 
Car Cam, training people to work in the automotive field.   

 

IMPACTS ON THE COMMUNITY  
 
The City of Lincoln and Talladega County were significantly impacted by the opening of the Honda 
plant, but not always in ways that people expected them to be.  For example, there is always talk of 
major real estate activity around an industrial development of this size and scale, and the Lincoln area 
was no exception.  However, the majority of positions were filled by regional residents, requiring very 
few of them to sell their homes to be in closer proximity to the plant.  There were a small number of 
employees and their families that moved from Ohio, where Honda has other manufacturing plants, but 
the largest influx of new residents were the Japanese employees.   
 
Nearly all Japanese employees moved to areas in, or around, Birmingham.  They were attracted to the 
urban environment and the amenities that existed there, as well as to some of the surrounding school 
districts with good reputations.  As a result there was a surprising lack of interaction between the local 
community residents and the new Japanese residents.    
 

IMPACTS ON LOCAL INDUSTRY 
 
Local businesses were concerned over the impact of Honda on their wage and benefit structure, as well 
as their ability to retain employees.  Honda did have an economic impact on the existing industrial 
base, although not always as dramatically as expected.  Fewer employees left their places of work for 
jobs with Honda than expected, and cited their desire to remain within a small, more personable work 
environment as a motivating factor.  Some companies did approach AIDT to inform them that they were 
losing certain employees with advanced technical skills, and were going to help training their 
replacements, but Honda was also conscious of not taking too many employees from any one company.  
Companies that lost employees often promoted from within, creating a gap of entry level positions that 
needed to be filled.    
 

• To help manage expectations, AIDT held a town meeting for employers to specifically address 
their concerns over worker retention and wage inflation, and inform that AIDT would be there 
to help.  The meeting was arranged with the cooperation of local economic developers, Honda 
and AIDT.  While the meeting did not make employers any happier about the impacts that 
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Honda could have on their business, but it did help soothe any tension, and most people 
appreciated it.   
 

Honda’s arrival in the community did increase wages.  Other companies wanting to hold onto their best 
employees increased their wages and benefits to compete; and as seen in the tables below, both the 
per capita income and average wage per job increased for Talladega County faster than they did for 
the State of Alabama.     
 

Per Capita Income, US, Alabama and Talladega County, 01-05 
Area name 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 % Change

United States 30,562 30,795 31,466 33,090 34,471 11.3%
Alabama 24,721 25,423 26,330 28,037 29,623 16.5%

Talladega County 20,480 22,180 24,036 25,493 27,793 26.3%  
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis 

 
Average Wage per Job, Alabama and Talladega County, 01, 03, 06 

Location Base Year AWJ AWJ: 2 Yrs 
Later

AWJ: 5 Yrs 
Later

% Change  
after 2 Yrs

% Change  
after 5 Yrs

Alabama 2001 $29,436 $31,566 $35,461 7.2% 20.5%
Talladega 2001 $27,567 $30,694 $35,254 11.3% 27.9%  

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis 
*AWJ = Average Wage per Job 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 
 
The importance and value of teamwork was cited more frequently than anything else as the most 
important lesson taken away by the economic development officials spoken to about their experiences 
with the Honda project.  Teamwork was essential to developing a successful project because as one 
interviewee said; “Whether it was the City of Lincoln, the five surrounding counties, or state 
government, no one person or group can make a project of this size happen”.  Central to developing a 
strong team effort was having a clear division of labor among all local and state actors as soon as 
possible, and having one person or agency with a clear leadership role preside over the project.   
 
Several other important lessons learned were discussed as well: 

• Everyone involved with the project must be flexible and have the willingness to work through 
unexpected issues with the company. 

• Fulfilling promises was extremely important to Honda. 
• The application is extremely important.  It is the first barrier that applicants have to cross for 

most auto companies.  There were several examples of how training could have made a 
significant difference in this area.  For instance, some applications with welding skills were not 
listing them on their application because they did not have an affiliated degree, or a job where 
it was the primary skill used.       

• The pre-assessment training needs to be flexible and change all the time.  Every company has 
different expectations and needs, and it is perfectly okay to ask them what these are.     
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BUFFALO, WV – TOYOTA MOTOR MANUFACTURING INC. 

BY THE NUMBERS 
 

• Production Begins: 1998 
 

• Plant Size: 1.2 Million Square Feet 
• Site Size: 230 acres 

 
• Initial Employment Level: 300 
• Initial Employment Applications: 28,000-29,000 
• Current Employment Level: approx. 1,100 

 
• Given Buffalo/Gibson County’s small population, many employees came from other areas 

o 90%-95% of employees from in state 
• Several employees travel upwards of 50 miles one way 

 
• Models in Production: Four-cylinder engines for Corolla, Matrix, and Pontiac Vibe; V6 engines 

for the Sienna and Lexus RX 330; and automatic transmissions for North American-built Camry, 
Solara, Lexus RX 330 and Sienna; Automatic transmission gears 

• Annual Production Capacity: 550,000 engines and 600,000 automatic transmissions 
• Capital Invested: $920+ million 

 

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT 
 
As the numbers above indicate, Toyota had almost 100 applications for every position at the plant.  
Employment at Toyota is said to be very stable (attrition rate of 1%) and they are primarily promote 
from within. 
 
Workforce training for Toyota was outsourced to a company named Peoplework Solutions.  Peoplework 
conducted the selection, training, and development process for Toyota.  In concert with Toyota 
Peoplework developed the application and the criteria for applying.  Some of the key applicant criteria 
were that: 
 

• The applicant be 18 or older 
• A high school diploma or GED 
• An agreeable or flexible schedule 

 
Once the application criteria were met and the application complete, the first round of assessments 
would begin.  In the initial training, Toyota was primarily interested in the soft skills that would make 
successful employees, as well as some hard skills such as basic math and reading.  Soft skills included:  
 

• Problem solving skills 
• Assessment skills 
• Critical thinking 
• Teamwork 
• Quality work skills 
• Speed 
• The ability to following instructions 
• Interpreting visual instructions 
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Developing teamwork skills was very important because Toyota rotates employees through teams and 
uses teams for many jobs.  All employees were initially hired as production workers and then placed in 
other positions, such as administration, as time passed.  Since Toyota promotes from within, employees 
were given the opportunity to move-up through a “fundamentals of leadership” training in order to 
develop the skills necessary for promotion. 
 

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT - CHALLENGES 
 
The two primary challenges involved the recruitment of minority and younger workers.  Peoplework 
wanted a diverse workforce for the plant, but given the small minority population in the area they had 
great difficulty recruiting.  Their efforts to actively recruit minority applicants involved advertising 
with local churches, minority magazines, and radio stations.  In order to discuss and strategize about 
workforce challenges, the Putnam County Economic Development director meets with Toyota on a 
regular basis and visits Japan once every two years. 
 

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT - OPPORTUNITIES 
 
Many of the opportunities that emerged as a result of the plant opening are educational in nature.  
Through partnerships with educational institutions, Toyota pushed training geared toward the 
automobile industry.  Toyota established relations with the Putnam County Vocational school for that 
purpose, as well as things such as the design of their annual Christmas card.  Through a relationship 
with Marshall University, Toyota helped develop a curriculum for developing maintenance and 
mechanical skills. 
 
As a result of these partnerships, the State of West Virginia is looking to develop advanced 
manufacturing training.  The education system, as a whole, seems to be listening to the business 
community more in order to develop training geared towards industry.  This is long-term planning, and 
one additional challenge mentioned was that the State is having a hard time responding quickly to 
business needs. 
 

IMPACTS ON THE COMMUNITY  
 
There were cultural impacts if the Buffalo area stemming from the influx of Japanese employees and 
their families.  Unlike in Lincoln, AL, the transition for Japanese employees was rough.  While Toyota is 
said to currently have excellent relations with the local community, the initial Japanese employees did 
not always feel welcomed.  It was difficult for the immigrants to orient themselves to the area, and 
their children had a hard time with the ESL classes they needed to communicate. 
 
Over time, these problems began to smooth out.  Japanese families began to concentrate in particular 
areas and a Saturday School was developed for the children to better adapt.  A Saturday school is a 
weekly school for Japanese children to continue learning with a Japanese-specific curriculum.  The 
county also had a designated person that new Japanese residents could call upon to help them handle 
any issues that arose due to cultural misunderstanding. 
 
Human services and infrastructure impacts have been more benign than expected.  The area’s 
population has grown slower than initially thought, and the increased population from people moving 
closer to the plant has not caused the expected traffic problems.  It was also expected that local 
businesses would grow immediately, but much of the growth happened gradually over a longer period 
of time. 
 
One of the unexpected impacts was the credibility Toyota gave to the area.  Since the production rates 
are usually high, Toyota uses the plant as an example in their presentations and literature.  As a result, 
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stereotypes are dispelled and manufacturers see West Virginia as a more inviting place to set-up 
operations. 
 

IMPACTS ON LOCAL INDUSTRY 
 
The primary economic impact considered by the local business community was the effect Toyota would 
have on wages and benefits.  Their concerns that Toyota would out pay local companies and recruit 
many of their skilled employees were largely realized.  However, local companies were able to handle 
this transition well by promoting existing employees and opening up many jobs with less skill and 
education requirements.  This seemed to help decrease the local unemployment rate.  Given the 
concern about increased wages and benefits, there was little tension amongst local companies because 
they realized that Toyota would increase business for many companies across the state. 
 
A later wage study conducted by Peoplework showed that Toyota’s initial wage was above the average 
for the area but not by a significant amount.  What made the most difference for employees were the 
better benefit options offered by Toyota.  It should also be noted that many local companies were 
downsizing prior to Toyotas arrival, which also lessened the impact on employees.  Wages did increase 
over time, and as the following chart shows, the average wage per job did increase faster in Putnam 
County than it did for the State of West Virginia during the same time period.   
 

Per Capita Income, US, West Virginia and Putnam County, 98-05 
Area name 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 % Change

United States 26,883 27,939 29,843 30,562 30,795 31,466 33,090 34,471 22.0%
West Virginia 20,226 20,729 21,898 23,261 24,007 24,240 25,302 26,419 23.4%

Putnam County 23,318 23,902 25,107 26,269 27,460 27,553 28,449 29,540 21.1%  
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis 

 
Average Wage per Job, West Virginia and Putnam County, 98, 00, 03 

Location Base Year AWJ AWJ: 2 Yrs 
Later

AWJ: 5 Yrs 
Later

% Change  
after 2 Yrs

% Change  
after 5 Yrs

West Virginia 1998 $24,722 $26,335 $28,778 6.5% 16.4%
Putnam County 1998 $27,196 $29,730 $33,362 9.3% 22.7%  

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis 
*AWJ = Average Wage per Job 

  

LESSONS LEARNED 
 
There were lessons in both preparedness and culture that can be learned from West Virginias 
experience with Toyota.   One of the major planning issues dealt with volume and speed.  The local 
community was not prepared for the volume of applications or the speed at which everything needed 
to be accomplished.  The individuals interviewed for this case study recommended using as much time 
as possible getting people prepared for what they called the “onslaught”.   
 
One of the methods for handling this is the use of one or two key contacts within the company that can 
be called at any time, and a point person locally to act as a liaison between the company and local and 
state agencies.  It was also expressed that there needs to be both open and frank communication 
between the company and the community.  This can involve the local community going to the company 
and asking for the specific skills and attributes they desire in a workforce so that local residents can be 
better prepared.  Furthermore, the local leadership should never commit to things they cannot handle, 
and the services provided to the company must always be professional. 
 
The cultural lessons learned stemmed from both Toyotas' different business model and the handling an 
influx of foreign community residents.  Toyotas business model was hard for locals to adjust to.  Rather 
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than predicting future issues and acting upon them early, there seemed to be a lot of waiting until 
suddenly there was an immediate need.  The new foreign-born children seemed most affected by the 
sudden change in their lives.  Some recommendations for handling this include ways to better inform 
the local population about the new community members.  This could have involved a better 
understanding for how to communicate with residents for whom English is a second language.  One 
suggestion was to involve community organizations, faith-based organizations, and the local 
government in creating learning opportunities for the local population. 
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SPRING HILL, TN – SATURN 

BY THE NUMBERS 
 

• Production Begins: 1990 
 

• Plant Size: 6.6 Million Square Feet 
• Site Size: 230 acres 

 
• Initial Employment Level: 9,000 
• Current Employment Level: 4,300 

 
• Most employees moved to the area from outside of Tennessee 

o Maury, Williamson & Marshall County houses the majority of employees 
o Many other employees are spread out over a 10 county region 

 
• Models in Production: Saturn Ion & Saturn Vue 
• Annual Production Capacity: 123,776 Saturn Ion & 110,531 Saturn Vue 
• Capital Invested: $690 million for last stage of development 

 

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT 
 
As a condition of the negotiations between the United Auto Workers (UAW) and General Motors (GM), 
GM agreed to hire UAW employees from other GM auto plants before considering anyone else.  This 
initially resulted in GM hiring very few people from the local area.  Over time, as turnover naturally 
occurred, members of the local workforce began to get jobs at the plant, but there was never a mass 
hiring as there has been in most new Southern auto manufacturing plants. 
 
Since Saturn was a new GM concept at the time, both new employees and UAW hires needed training 
for the new facility.  With the help of Columbia State College, a temporary training facility was 
constructed near the site.  The facility primarily focused on soft skills such as teamwork and 
introducing the new Japanese model of the Saturn plant.  A local workforce development group also 
set-up a screening center to assess the mechanical skills of the local workforce.  These skills also 
needed to be matched with the abilities to read for and locate information and understand basic math.  
GM and their suppliers were able to find all the employees they need with these skills in the local 
population.  They would work with employees who had the basic mechanical skills needed and move 
them into more skilled and specially trained positions.  Since many of the initial employees were UAW 
employees from other plants, hard skill training was less important. 
 

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT - CHALLENGES 
 
As mentioned above, there was some initial frustration that GM was bringing in most of their workforce 
from outside the area.  There also seemed to be an attitude from GM that they were going to run 
things their own way.  This reported attitude resulted in a lack of engagement with local community.  
However, there were some significant partnerships developed by GM with the local school system. 
 

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT – OPPORTUNITIES 
 
Prior to arrival in Tennessee, GM/Saturn sought out a relationship with the University of Tennessee.  
Initially the relationship was about familiarizing the University with the new Saturn way of 
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manufacturing.  As a result, the university became involved with the plant, the union, and corporate 
leadership.  Since the area had no technology center, GM was looking for a relationship with the 
university in terms of educational and training activities.   
 
The university helped the plant in dealing with wastewater recycling and preserving the rural areas 
surrounding the site.  The university stayed in contact with Saturn, and periodically informed them of 
what they could offer in the fields of engineering, logistics and manufacturing.  Less directly, the 
university sponsored 2-3 national meetings of the auto manufacturing association, as a way to both 
promote Tennessee, and the South in general, as an emerging hub of auto manufacturing.    
 
Given that this particular plant was opened 18 years ago, the level of collaboration with the local 
school system was much less important than it is by today’s standards. 
 
Aside from the relationship with the UT, GM also developed a relationship with the local high schools. 
Since there is a lack of technical schools in the area, local high schools began to fill the gap in 
technical training.  The “net-plus” or “A-plus” program was developed to provide high school students 
certification if the IT field.  This program takes a standard curriculum and adds certification in C+ or 
Microsoft.  This program attracts 8-10 students per year.  A similar program is under development for 
certification in manufacturing related skills.  They are also currently attempting to develop a dual 
enrollment or technical credit program in local high schools and colleges. 
 

IMPACTS ON THE COMMUNITY  
 
The overall population changes in the area were primarily felt by Maury County, near Spring Hill.  Most 
of the workers moved into this area, while the two neighboring counties of Williamson and Marshall got 
the bulk of the remaining employees.  However, there were workers spread out over a 10 county area 
surrounding the plant.  One important observation was that many extended family members also began 
to move into the area in order to be close to the rest of the family.  This is atypical of auto plant 
communities.  The three other communities studied for this project did not have anything like the kind 
of population shifts that occurred in the Maury County area.   
 
The cultural impacts seemed to be considerably less than those associated with the arrival of a foreign 
automaker.  Many workers were already from the south so were more culturally acquainted with 
Tennessee.  There was also a large contingent of workers from Detroit, which some noticed created a 
North/South division amongst employees.   
 
Aside from population and cultural changes, local services were also impacted.  This impact was 
primarily felt by the local hospitals.  The regional hospital opened a clinic inside the plant, staffed by 
registered nurses.  GM had a chief medical officer that dealt with all medical issues.  The population 
growth also resulted in hospitals building more facilities closer to Spring Hill in order to meet the new 
demand. 
 

IMPACTS ON LOCAL INDUSTRY 
 
The impact of the new plant on the local economy had a different effect than was expected.  Since GM 
brought in many of their own employees, local industries lost very few of their workers to the new auto 
plant, and were not greatly affected.  It also did not have a large impact on the local wage and benefit 
structure.  Another atypical condition was the lack of industrial development in the community in the 
years following the opening of the plant.  This problem was linked to a lack of recruiting efforts from 
local economic development groups. 
 
The expected economic benefits were those associated with an increase in population.  These included 
new infrastructure development such as schools and roads.  The increasing population combined with a 
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positive impact on earnings contributed to an increase in the tax base, thus making infrastructure 
development easier. 
 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 
 
One of the primary lessons learned from the Spring Hill case is the need for strong and unbiased 
leadership.  In the case of Spring Hill this came from the Maury County Commission.  This body was 
important because they were able to keep all stakeholders focused and working together.  One of the 
big challenges in Spring Hill was managing the 3 different municipalities and keeping them on the same 
page. 
 
The same leadership also played a part in the handling of the negotiations with GM.  One of the biggest 
lessons learned from this process is how to negotiate better with incoming industry.  At the time of the 
Spring Hill negotiations the focus was on what the company could do for the community.  Today, the 
focus of negotiations has reversed, and the ability of municipalities to negotiate well is even more 
important.   
 
Aside from leadership, developing partnerships was an important lesson learned from the Spring Hill 
experience.  The most beneficial partnership in this case was that between the new industry and the 
local school system, in particular the universities.  This is critical in terms of developing the local 
workforce and pushing ahead industry research.  Developing partnerships are also a part of keeping 
stakeholders and the public informed as much as possible so as to avoid miscommunication.  Local 
employers and public officials must not only be involved but also encouraged to continue working on 
issues surrounding the plant after it has arrived. 
 
Other crucial areas were those dealing with growth and workforce.  In terms of workforce, adjustments 
in desired skill level must be addressed.  It must be clear very early what the desired skill level of the 
new plant is, and how the local workforce is going to adjust.  One recommendation from an individual 
interviewed for this case study is to send an envoy to Kia in order to clarify their needs and include 
them in curriculum development.  In terms of growth, increased and early activity in economic 
development planning is crucial.   
 
Lastly, it is important that local communities do not become complacent after the major success of 
landing an auto manufacturing plant.  They must keep up their efforts to help guide economic growth 
efforts.   
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GIBSON, IN – TOYOTA MOTOR MANUFACTURING INC. 

BY THE NUMBERS 
 

• Production Begins: 1996 
 

• Plant Size: 4,000,000 square feet 
• Site Size: 1,100 acres 

 
• Initial Employment Level: 1,300 
• Initial Employment Applications: 40,000- 60,000 
• Current Employment Level: approx. 4,700 

 
• 21% of employees come from Gibson County  

o Roughly 70% of remaining workforce comes from surrounding counties 
o Several employees travel upwards of 70 miles one way 

 
• Models in Production: Sequoia full-size SUV, Sienna Minivan 
• Annual Production Capacity: 350,000 units 
• Capital Invested: $2.8 billion 

 

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT 
 
With an initial employment level of 1,300 and applications numbering between 40,000 and 60,000, 
Toyota was able to pull from the top employees locally and across the state.  At the same time, Toyota 
made an initial unwritten agreement to hire as many local employees as possible.   
 
The training and screening program for the new hires was outsourced by Toyota to the State of Indiana.  
The state developed a workforce development group that undertook the application and interview 
processes.  Candidates were put through a series of workstations in order to test: 
 

• Manual dexterity 
• Math skills 
• Teamwork  

 
The workstations consisted of a miniature assembly line that used Lego blocks and a conveyor belt.  
Each candidate was timed was they assembled particular items.  Toyota was primarily looking for 
people who: 
 

• Could work together in teams 
• Follow instructions 
• Had a high school degree 

 
Upon arrival, Toyota also began scouting white-collar employees in the local workforce.   Toyota did 
warn local employers about the possible move of many of their management jobs.  While this scared 
some local employers, Gibson County had recently lost approximately 400 white-collar jobs, so the 
area was happy to have new openings. 
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WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT - CHALLENGES 
 
One of the primary challenges facing the workforce was the amount of work Toyota expected out of its 
employees.  The plant was not a relaxed or easy-going environment for workers and as a result there 
may have been more turnover than initially expected.  Sometimes there was mandatory overtime, 6-
day weeks, and less tolerance for missing days on the line.  Although the line was tough, Toyota 
treated its employees well and empowered them with more responsibility.  This approach actually 
pushed some employees away who were not looking for any additional responsibility. 
 
Because this particular plant was for advanced manufacturing, Toyota may have not been able to get 
the workforce skills it needed from the local population.  The surrounding area did have a history with 
industries with the same or related skills, but did not have experience with advanced manufacturing.  
Therefore, Toyota deemed it necessary to bring in trainers from their San Antonio plant in order to 
bring the workforce up to speed.  One interviewee also mentioned that Toyota might have been looking 
for more computer technology skills in the workforce that were there. 
 

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT – OPPORTUNITIES 
 
Education defines the Princeton area’s workforce development opportunities, both past and present.  
Prior to Toyota coming to the area, there was a regional vocational school that included participants 
from five surrounding counties.  Workforce development programs in higher education were for people 
who had lost their jobs and needed retraining.  Much of this was being done through Vincennes 
University, which was active in teaching computer skills to former coal miners.  After Toyota arrived, a 
few other workforce development agencies arrived in the area, but these tended to be for-profit job 
intermediaries.  The educational system continues as the strongest source of public involvement in 
workforce development.  Vincennes University is going to build an advanced manufacturing campus in 
Gibson County.  It will include many of the types of advanced manufacturing systems out there in the 
world today for people to train on.   
 
As well, other higher education institutions in the region play a part in workforce development.  Ivey 
Tech State College, with an enrollment of about 5,000 students, has a program for vocational training.  
University of Southern Indiana has a campus in the region as well, and the University of Evansville, a 
private school with an enrollment of about 2,500, has an engineering and computer science program.            
 
University’s are now beginning to create advanced technology and training classes, which has become 
very popular in Indiana.  They are creating venues for this in addition communities, where they can 
train more students.  Toyota has also partnered with local area high schools, and has systematically 
brought entire grades into the plant, given them tours and given lectures on manufacturing.   
 

IMPACTS ON THE COMMUNITY  

There were many expectations of the impact that Toyota would have on Gibson County, and some of 
these proved to be untrue.  An example of this was the expected population growth that was supposed 
to take place with Toyota’s arrival.  The City of Princeton, the county seat, and the larger population 
center of Evansville, have seen some population growth. In general, that has been the exception, and 
very little growth has occurred in the community.  Some new businesses, including hotels, have been 
attracted, but residential growth has not met expectations.  Part of this is a result of new employee’s 
willingness to drive upwards of 70 miles each way.  The new housing built, was typically purchased by 
local residents who were now able to afford a more expensive home.  Toyota filled a wage and 
employment gap that existed in the area, but did not attract many new people to leave their existing 
homes.   
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Another expectation, and concern, was the level of cultural integration that would occur with a foreign 
plant opening in a rural county.  Princeton and Gibson County had a few foreign companies, but 
nothing as big as Toyota.  There was some concern over lingering resentment by residents who had 
fought in WWII.  In addition, there was some resentment about why this company was getting state and 
local benefits that existing local companies were not.  Several individual from the economic 
development community in Gibson County disagreed over the impact of integrating a larger Japanese 
company into the area.   

One person discussed how local Universities thought they needed to offer Japanese classes right away.  
However, most Japanese employees were only here to set the plant up, and many of them spoke 
English well.  There are currently fewer Japanese workers on site, and upper management has some 
“side-by-side” operation.  While the president of the plant is Japanese, the number two and three 
managers are American.  The high schools also thought it would be important to have cultural classes 
available, and then realized that it wasn’t all that necessary, given the level of integration that 
occurred in the school system.   

However, other interviewees stated that it was a challenge to accommodate the new influx of 
Japanese residents.  To meet this challenge a “Saturday school” was created, for children to have a 
place where they could have extra Japanese-specific instruction.  In addition, one of the local adult 
literacy organizations began working with the families of Toyota employees.  Princeton also joined a 
“sister-city” program in which a Japanese City (Tahara City) partnered in an exchange program to 
foster cultural understanding between the two populations.  Tahara City’s mayor came to Princeton in 
2007 and was hosted at the Toyota President’s house, which is located in the City of Princeton.  
Evansville has a sister-city in Japan (Tochigi City) as well, because a larger number of employees from 
the plant live there.       
 

ADDITIONAL IMPACTS ON THE COMMUNITY  
 
Several community impacts were not expected.  When Toyota arrived, it became clear that more fire 
station services were needed.  There was a need for more fire trucks, and Toyota provided matching 
funds for small communities to purchase them.  Toyota actually built a fire station for one community.   

Public schools have had numerous partnership opportunities with Toyota.  In addition to the previously 
mentioned facility tours, Princeton High School opened up an advanced manufacturing course for their 
students.  Toyota and other industrial manufacturing businesses have donated thousands of dollars of 
equipment to that course.  Community philanthropy, in general, has greatly increased since Toyota’s 
arrival.  Several county high schools have benefited greatly from the gifts that Toyota has provided.  In 
2006, during Toyota’s 10 year celebration, 3 local high school bands performed at the plant.  Toyota 
made a surprise donation to each of the three school programs.  Instances like this happen on a regular 
basis, and not just with the school.  Gibson County hospital was given $500,000 by Toyota recently, and 
their community engagement efforts have opened the eyes of other manufacturing businesses to the 
kind of good will can be acquired through philanthropic efforts.   

Most strikingly, Toyota has been credited with giving youth people a reason to stay in the area.  By 
providing good jobs to people who receive a college degree, they are filling a previous employment 
gap. 

  

IMPACTS ON LOCAL INDUSTRY 
 
Toyota’s presence in Gibson County has certainly impacted existing businesses.  Toyota was expected 
to pay the region’s highest wages and benefits package when it arrived, and area businesses were 
concerned that they would lose employees or be forced into paying higher wages.  Once Toyota’s 
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operations began in earnest, the most frequent criticism came from fast food restaurants and other 
service industries that were having a harder time finding people to work at lower wages.  Although one 
interviewee stated that in the end it just took these companies a little longer than usual to find 
acceptable employees.    
 
In addition, local employers were not always prepared to replace some key individuals who were 
brought into Toyota.  This transfer did not occur with every manufacturing business in the area.  Those 
with longstanding ties to the community, and those who treated their employees well, reported losing 
few employees.  Of the job transfers that did occur, this change in employment created another round 
of openings in lower scale jobs.  A cycle of job opportunity was created, and the plant helped elevate a 
lot of people in Southwest Indiana.  One did not have to work at the plant to benefit from it being 
there.  The chart below shows the increase per capita income for Gibson County.  Per capita income 
rose at a greater rate in Gibson County than in the State of Indiana and US during the same period.  
The second chart shows that the average wage per job in Gibson County rose significantly faster than it 
did for the State of Indiana.     
 

Per Capita Income, US, Indiana and Gibson County, 96 – 05 
Area name 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 % Change

United States 24,175 25,334 26,883 27,939 29,843 30,562 30,795 31,466 33,090 34,471 29.9%
Indiana 22,368 23,306 24,894 25,615 27,130 27,403 28,023 28,857 30,134 31,173 28.2%
Gibson 20,021 20,714 21,393 22,166 23,591 24,160 25,395 27,248 28,857 29,649 32.5%  

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis 
 

Average Wage per Job, Indiana and Gibson County, 96, 98, 01 

Location Base Year AWJ AWJ: 2 Yrs 
Later

AWJ: 5 Yrs 
Later

% Change  
after 2 Yrs

% Change  
after 5 Yrs

Indiana 1996 $26,018 $28,542 $31,129 9.7% 19.6%
Gibson County 1996 $20,546 $25,110 $32,345 22.2% 57.4%  

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis 
*AWJ = Average Wage per Job 

 
Numerous tier 1 suppliers located in the Southwest Indiana region, and several of them located directly 
in Gibson County.  This part of the country does not have the same kind of supplier network that 
Southern states do, and given the rise in just-in-time manufacturing, it made sense that so many would 
locate close to the Toyota plant.       
 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 

Zoning was a critical issue in Gibson County because it was one of the few counties in the State of 
Indiana without any zoning regulations in place.  A strong anti-zoning sentiment in the agricultural 
community had prevented any zoning regulation from being implemented, but this became a problem 
for the community once Toyota arrived.  Residents started to get frustrated by hotels, storage facilities 
and service stations going in wherever they wanted, and since Toyota’s arrival four local cities and the 
country have engaged in a master planning processes to develop new zoning ordinances.  

Another important lesson for local government was keeping consistent lines of communication open 
with Toyota.  Initially, the concern of Toyota’s impact created a hands-off approach to the company, 
and there was not a good line of communication between Toyota and the community.  However it 
became important for local government to have a consistent representative who could meet with 
management and exchange information.  This was especially significant in controlling expectations, 
both on behalf of the company and the community.  One interviewee pointed out that it takes time for 
good things to come of these developments, and that it is essential for the community to be aware of 
this and have patience.       
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o In Gibson County, the local elected officials served as the liaison between the community 
and the company.  The Chamber of Commerce was also active as a conduit of information 
between the company and community members. 

o There was a 3-person team from the Chamber of Commerce that coordinated activities 
between community and the company.   

 
Local officials learned a valuable lesson in collaboration when Toyota helped lobby the state for local 
transportation improvements.  When this plant was originally announced, it was supposed to employee 
1,300 people, not 4,700.  As employment increased, some of the nearby roads got backed up, and 
workers began using county roads as short-cuts.  Toyota was nervous that people on those county roads 
would be upset, and helped lobby the state for infrastructure upgrades to the highway in front of the 
plant to reduce congestion and speeding.  This speaks to the value of open lines of communication.  
The more company concerns that the community is aware of, allows them to strategically build ways to 
form public-private endeavors that can benefit the community.    
 
The recognition in Southwest Indiana realizes that Toyota did not come to the Princeton area because 
the city met their needs helped institute a regional economic development mindset.  Four counties 
formed the Economic Development Coalition of Southwest Indiana, a regional organization working on 
behalf of the Evansville region.  This was vastly different from the way economic developed had 
previously been executed.  Their website can also be viewed in Japanese.    
  
Community leaders quickly learned that Toyota was a willing philanthropic partner.  $500,000 was 
quickly donated to the local community foundation.  They purchased a building on behalf of the United 
Way and donated another $500,000 to Evansville Red Cross when they needed a new facility.  However, 
they also had to learn that one of Toyota’s greatest concerns Toyota not wanting to be the one want to 
be the one calling all the shots and making all the decision.  They were happy to participate in 
philanthropy, but did not want to “run the show”, and were sensitive about being a burden on the 
community.     
 
Lastly, one interviewee strongly suggested that any community set to receive an auto manufacturing 
plant think about planning in a holistic way.  He commented that one thing Princeton did not do was 
plan for Toyota’s arrival outside of the immediate impact it would have.  For example the City of 
Princeton did not think about how having 4,700 workers so close by could impact their downtown.  In 
another instance, there was a small company about an hour away from Toyota that manufactures 
award statues.  Toyota had a great need for this kind of item, as they used them to reward their 
employees.  By recognizing this, the local company was able to add two additional employees.  It was 
as small impact on one local company.  However, the lesson out of it is that there is a way for almost 
every company to benefit from the arrival of Toyota, but local government has to put the planning 
process in place.   
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CONCLUSION – IMPLICATIONS FOR TROUP COUNTY, GA 
 

Economic Development 
 

• Although local businesses are often concerned about the negative impact that an auto 
manufacturing plant may have on their workforce and wage scale, they do not often realize the 
ways in which they may benefit.  In multiple auto plant communities, it was pointed out that a 
myriad of business opportunities exist for local and regional businesses.  Often times, the 
owner of a manufacturing plant may not realize that they already have the machinery to 
product an input for an auto manufacturer, or for one of their suppliers.  Helping existing 
businesses find ways to leverage the business growth occurring in their community should be a 
priority.  One potential way of doing this is by designating a point person or organization with 
responsibility over this task, either in a chamber of commerce or another type of business 
support organization 

 

Workforce Development 
 

• There are some clear patterns that have emerged in communities where auto plants locate.   
o First, there will be some movement from existing companies to new companies.  Auto 

manufacturers tend to pay very well and offer excellent benefit packages.  This will 
undoubtedly lure some employees away from their current positions.  However, 
companies should not assume that their best employees will automatically be leaving.  
Many employees choose to stay to because they prefer the more intimate environment 
of a smaller company.  And many other mechanically talented employees will not be 
chosen by the new company.  In many instances they are not looking for the individuals 
with the highest technical aptitude, but for those that will fit in well with the 
company’s team-driven philosophy.   

o It is also clear that auto manufacturing companies will have few challenges filling their 
production roles.  The real opportunity for new people to enter the workforce is 
through positions that open as a result of shifting employees.  In other states, 
companies have promoted from within to fill important gaps left by an employee 
changing jobs.  This opens up a lot of job opportunities that require less technical skills 
and more basic hard and soft job skills.   

o Auto manufacturers do struggle to fill certain roles.  Mechanical maintenance positions, 
for people who can service the plant’s machines, were something constantly mentioned 
during these interviews.  They pay very well and are understaffed in most auto 
assembly plants.  One interviewee stated that Mercedes, in Alabama, pays six-figure 
salaries to people in these positions, and has had to start an apprenticeship program in 
order to develop the talent that is needed.   

o It is also important to be aware that management opportunities often exist for US 
citizens at foreign corporations.  In Gibson County, the number 2 and 3 plant managers 
are American.  Strong communication between company, community leadership, the 
business community and the educational community can help make people aware of 
these types of opportunities.   

 

Education 
 

• Components of the educational system, in each profiled community, found ways to benefit 
from the company’s presence, and integrate changes that improved their student’s chance of 
success within that industry.  The following are some key examples from each community:  

o In Lincoln, high schools began integrating technical skill development into their 
curriculum, including a welding program.  Higher educational institutions provided 
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workforce training to both those looking for work in the auto manufacturing industry, 
and to those who were already employed by Honda.     

o In Putnam County, Toyota partnered with vocational schools and higher education 
institutions to create a curriculum for developing maintenance and mechanical skills.  

o Saturn/GM began a partnership with the state of Tennessee’s flagship university.  
Through this partnership, they worked on both practical matters and future workforce 
planning.  The university actively promoted the State of Tennessee and local region as 
a quality place for auto manufacturing.  Saturn/GM also worked with the local high 
school to develop technical curriculum for their students, in lieu of a technical college 
in the area.   

o In Gibson County, Princeton High School developed an advanced manufacturing course 
for their students.   
 

Communication 
 

• Establishing a clear point of contact among each integral entity is important for citizens, 
community leadership, and the company.  If everyone is saying something different, people will 
be easily confused.  However, if a clear point of contact is chosen, citizens, the press and the 
company will know if the person speaking is properly informed.   

o Along these lines, both early and consistent lines of communication need to be kept 
open between the company and the community’s leadership.  Various parties will 
become quickly frustrated if they believe themselves to be in the dark about matters 
that are central to the future of their community or company.     
 

• The importance of setting the correct expectations can be seen in the number of people that 
applied for each available job in all four profiled communities.  Recent reports that over 
40,000 people applied for 2,500 jobs at Kia highlights the point.  Community leaders must 
manage the expectations that their citizens have on what the incoming company can and will 
do for them.  Communities have been shown to benefit from having an auto manufacturing 
plant locate in them, but it does take time for the benefits to reveal themselves.   
 

• Understanding the needs of the incoming foreign population can set the right tone between 
community and company from the start of their partnership.  A designated community or 
business leader should be in contact with the company in order to understand what can be 
done to assist management and their families as they adjust to their new homes.     
 

Regionalism 
 
• Employment at the plant will come from the entire region.  Even if the majority of employees 

are from the local county or city, a larger percentage will drive upwards of 50-70 miles to work 
there.  This fact is a good place to start thinking about regional cooperation.  The auto plant 
will impact the region’s workforce, recruitment opportunities, philanthropic environment, 
reputation and more.  It is a regional actor.  Individual communities can work to leverage Kia’s 
presence to their own advantage, but other communities have clearly observed that a chief 
benefits is beginning to view things in terms of regional economic development cooperation.  
This may require difficult political work, and the development of a new organization, but can 
help leverage each community’s assets to the benefit of the entire region.     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


