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The following is a proposed checklist and action plan for creating partnerships in a business retention effort. Many of these suggestions may not apply for every community; however, each item has been or continues to be a part of the Arvada Economic Development Association Business Retention Program.  We hope you find it helpful. 


1.) Create partnerships with elected officials and community leaders 

· If appropriate, initiate a public agreement (i.e. resolution) reinforcing that businesses are important to the community

· Publicly acknowledge businesses for their community contributions or industry accomplishments, i.e. during city council meetings  

· Draft speaking points for officials to use that will provide them with business facts, important business messages and the knowledge and ability to stress the importance of businesses in the community

· Invite and encourage elected officials to officiate special celebrations or grand openings

· Facilitate information-sharing forums between major employers/businesses and city officials (quarterly or semi-annually)

· Facilitate a community-wide annual business forum and invite elected officials, as well as staff members who interact with businesses.  Staff members should include administrative staff who work directly with business representatives, i.e. sales tax, code enforcement, building division personnel

· Inform and educate businesses on what elected officials have done on their behalf, i.e. lobbying efforts, policy decisions

· Boast about elected officials as business advocates and partners (assuming they really are)

· Take advantage of opportunities to make them look good, i.e. secure invitations to special business activities or events, provide background information about a business to be visited


2.) Create partnerships with management

· Obtain support or consensus to act “private sector” and cut through the red tape

· Establish trust and credibility as ombudsman for business while balancing the interest of the community

· Request empowerment for mid-level staff to make quick decisions using good judgment relative to “what’s right and fair,” i.e. building permit priorities, code enforcement partnerships, interpretation of policy (as appropriate).

· Foster a team approach with colleagues

· Take advantage of opportunities to make them look good, i.e. invite them to join you on business visitations and to special business events


3.) Create internal partners 

· Conduct ED 101 orientations for frontline personnel

· Invite yourself to all department meetings at least every two years, i.e. planning, building, public works, code enforcement, finance.  Conduct ED 101 and learn about the departments’ goals and challenges  (This may require tenacity.)

· Write a thank you note, send a token of appreciation, i.e. local retailer items or coupons from a restaurant, buy lunch (we do this at our personal expense).  If used sparingly and appropriately this goes a long way toward building relationships.

· Invite (encourage) others to “play,” i.e. solicit ideas for new business attraction, marketing and product development, pro-active problem solving. There is hidden talent everywhere.  Find it.  Use it.  Acknowledge them for it.

· Keep them informed of business activities and new businesses in the community, i.e. group e-mail updates and department meetings

· Let them be the “hero” and deliver good news or informational updates to businesses relative to critical or important issues, i.e. road construction, city department “helpful hint” communiqué – always giving the department full credit

· Encourage businesses to send a note of appreciation to city staff members for a job well done

· Send notes of appreciation to supervisor when a colleague has gone “above and beyond.”

· Take advantage of opportunities to make them look good


4.) Create external partners

· Establish an economic development advisory group using recognized and respected business and community leaders, then draft self-imposed goals for a stronger business environment 

· Identify business partners, i.e. state international trade office, small business development centers, workforce/employment agencies, county and state agencies, colleges, banks.

· Send personal note of congratulations, i.e. acknowledge an award or accomplishment, if the business is featured in the newspaper (include the article)

· Identify and promote existing funding sources for business or create your own, i.e. CDBG monies used for tenant finish, rent subsidies for targeted businesses, façade grants

· Be knowledgeable of the community and the conduit for information 

· Find ways to participate or coordinate efforts of the Small Business Administration, state job growth agencies, bankers and credit unions.  They are great resources and partners.

· Find ways to create and connect to strategic alliances

· Be where your desired partners are.  You may find them in the most unique places, like the local Elks Club?

· Use experts in a facilitated forum to educate and inform businesses, i.e. home-based business forum, community-wide information sharing forum, lender forum

· Speak passionately and knowledgeably of your community, staff and elected officials.  You never know who may be listening or who knows who.  Always be sincere or don’t say it.

· Leverage marketing resources through state, county, or local partnerships

· Be involved in the community, i.e. be seen everywhere, join dynamic service clubs that include business leader memberships, participate in community projects.  You can informally “take the pulse” of members and citizens relative to the business climate through this venue.

· Take advantage of opportunities to make them look good


5.)
Create business partnerships

· Include a majority of business leaders in your advisory group of businesses and community leaders

· Identify business leaders who always seem to know what’s going on in the community and embrace them as a partner – even the negative ones (take it as a challenge to win them over).  These partners can provide great feedback and disseminate desired information as appropriate.

· You must know your businesses, i.e. who they are, what they do, number of employees

· Respond quickly to issues (Goal: If not within the hour, at least the same day)

· Learn of issues facing the business community and strive for solutions.  Give the credit for solving the problem to others as much as possible.

· Keep them “safe” through distributing and publicizing information, i.e. orchestrate sales tax classes for proper record keeping techniques so the business is not blindsided during an audit, provide safety tips from police, fire or code enforcement departments, pro-actively provide answers to common issues or frequently asked questions

· Conduct retention visits.  If this is a new program for the community, start with major employers and large retailers and work your way through the remaining businesses.  New program visitations may require tenacity.  The team should include an economic development staff person and a recognized business leader from your advisory group.

· CEO Forums should consist of a small, exclusive group (no larger than 15 CEOs, owners or presidents of your larger corporations) meeting with the mayor, city manager and economic development staff person.  The invitation list can be rotated to invite desired businesses.  These business representatives should be treated special – we found that a catered breakfast meeting works best.  A business leader from the advisory group should facilitate the meeting for an objective discussion.  Note: Businesses wanting to market to this group will want to be invited, so be ready.  That was the reason we started the annual “Business Forum” which is citywide and open to all businesses from home-based to major employers.

· Manufacturer’s Forum was designed as a training and networking activity for manufacturers only.  It was well attended at first but we found the group wanted to meet other CEOs in the community.  This forum was replaced with the CEO Forum.

· Lender’s Forum was conducted to initiate a dialogue among commercial financial and funding organizations to “compare notes,” network, meet each other in person, work collaboratively together and combine programs for the benefit of growing and supporting local businesses

· Annual Business Appreciation event that includes awards presented by elected officials should be a priority.  Be creative in nomination criteria, i.e AEDA has no criteria for nominations.  Any business is eligible for any reason.  Structure the program in fun and unique ways to “force mingle” businesses and encourage networking. 

· Use all available resources to promote businesses, i.e. place a database of businesses online so other businesses and citizens can find them, write articles for the city/community newsletter, send flyers to citizens, place posters in public areas

· Stress “Shop Local First” emphasizing that the sales tax revenue provides products and services for citizens (assuming it does).  Use venues such as flyers in water bills, community newsletter, local newspaper

· Establish a system to distribute information, i.e. mail, e-mail, newsletter, etc.

· Regularly and timely remind businesses of financial incentives available, i.e. enterprise or empowerment zones, training grants, façade grants, etc.

· Create a welcome letter for new businesses from the mayor

· Keep track of “success stories” and quotes.  Request permission to use the quotes in materials or other marketing efforts.

· Create a unique and quality annual report.  Let your customers tell your story (quotes work well here)

· When asked a question by a business, strive to find the answer and respond quickly (even if it’s not your area of responsibility) or get the business to the right person to resolve the issue or answer the question. Don’t unnecessarily pass the business on to someone else.  Own the problem.  This can be a “time trap” so caution must be taken to “own” appropriate problems, i.e. if the issue is technical, it’s best left to the expert in that field.

· Nominate businesses for awards through appropriate and reputable organizations.  Even if they don’t win, they know you thought of them.

· Recommend businesses for media or other spotlights and offer information about the businesses (be their cheerleader)

· Be quick to offer to facilitate ways that showcase a business and/or elected official (especially when they are collaborating on an issue or program together), i.e. offer to make the topic part of a business forum

· Involve business leaders in high profile events/activities, i.e. conferences, annual reports, community publications, civic activities, etc. 

· Take advantage of opportunities to make them look good

Have fun!  When you do, it shows!

