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Johnston County COVID-19 Response 
In the spring of 2020, the coronavirus pandemic and the 

resulting recession devastated the global economy. Many 

businesses were forced to shut down to contain the spread 

of the virus and almost all companies have rethought their 

production and practices. These are turbulent times, but 

also times where new opportunities are emerging. The 

Johnston County Economic Development Office asked Economic Leadership of Raleigh NC to 

help them identify those opportunities. The scope of work included four parts: (1) an 

assessment of demand for commercial real estate, (2) an overview of neighboring community 

efforts to increase the supply of buildings and sites to meet demand, (3) the impacts of COVID-

19 on near-term industry demand, and (4) the potential for enhanced investment from existing 

Johnston County companies’ supply chains.        

    

TASK 1: Commercial Real Estate Demand 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

Overview of U.S. Commercial Real Estate Conditions and Expected Demand 

At the end of the first quarter of 2020, commercial real estate markets across the United States 

were generally in good shape. Moody’s Analytics REIS market reports indicated that national 

industrial vacancy was about 10 percent, with flex/R&D space slightly lower. Construction 

volumes were down moderately from 2019. Office vacancy was reported at 17 percent, on a 

slow upward crawl over the last few years. New office construction in 2020 is modest. Retail, 

already on a “downward slope” of lower occupancy, saw about 10 percent vacancy with malls at 

their highest vacancy levels in 10 years. Apartments had vacancy of less than 5 percent, and 

new construction levels had backed off their recent historic highs. 

Commercial real estate recovery from the pandemic is expected to vary greatly by product type. 

A good overview of this was provided by a review in March of a package of 12,500 commercial 

real estate loans. The analysis indicated that the overall default rate could rise from less than 

0.5 percent to 8 percent. But the overall rate masks tremendous variations by category. Lodging 

properties fared the worst, with hotel default rates estimated to rise to as high as 35 percent. 

Retail properties could see defaults in 16 percent of loans. Meanwhile, office, multifamily, and 

industrial properties are projected to see default rates rise to only between 3 and 4 percent. 

Once the economy recovers to a solid if not spectacular level, what is the prognosis for the 

leading real estate sectors?  

▪ Hospitality will probably be the hardest hit. In a May 2020 survey by the Urban Land Institute 

(ULI), economists focused on real estate predict hotel occupancy to average 40 percent in 

2020, 55 percent in 2021, and 60 percent in 2022. Chains will consider closing weaker 

locations. 

 

▪ Retail will likely suffer “far more significantly” than any category except hospitality. 

Vacancies are predicted to mushroom over the next two years before falling slightly in 2022. 

One estimate suggests that half of mall-based department stores could close by the end of 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fmedia%2Fsubtopic%2Fimages.htm&psig=AOvVaw2J6pGThJiuO_j4wpi5NeAR&ust=1592489738584000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCJjG59qEieoCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD
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2021. There should be many opportunities to repurpose large retail spaces that “won’t be 

coming back.” 

 

▪ Projected office use is a mixed bag, with the general consensus being that it is “too early” to 

tell whether the increase in Americans working from home will be offset by greater space 

needs caused by social distancing standards. Global Workplace Analytics predicts that 

within the next couple of years about 30 percent of U.S. workers will work from home 

“multiple days per week.” However, others note that people (especially Millennials) prefer 

socializing, interaction, and attractive work environments, so companies will still need to 

have quality physical spaces. 

 

Because of the typical length of lease terms, office space size and lease rate adjustments 

will probably play out over the next two to three years.  

 

Co-working office space is a very troubled sub-sector and might take years to recover.  

  

▪ Industrial demand of all types is projected to be strong, with little overbuilding before the 

COVID-19 crisis. E-commerce distribution centers and cold storage for food products 

should see the most robust demand. Having more production and distribution facilities 

close to affluent population centers of the U.S. should be a long-term trend. 

 

  
▪ Data centers are an obvious winner, being called “essential” and “mission critical” for 

business. 

Tense relations with China and global supply chain disruptions have generated much discussion 

about possible re-shoring of manufacturing and assembly functions in the United States. But 

how likely is this to happen? Below are consensus opinions about which countries could be 

winners and losers in an economic recovery, and the chances for significantly increased 

manufacturing in America. 
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1. The overall trend is for companies to develop “less fragile” supply chains, and to re-evaluate 

their current chains based on a balance of three factors: a) cost; b) risk; and c) resilience. Many 

expect more dispersed or scattered facilities across the globe, with digital technology 

increasingly able to connect a number of “smart” sites. Firms may locate these facilities close to 

their largest and most affluent markets including the United States. 

2. China will likely be a relative loser in any manufacturing and assembly shake-out. This will 

accelerate existing trends, as companies were already reevaluating their concentration of 

operations in China due to rising costs and trade wars. In an April 2020 survey, about 40 

percent of manufacturers said that they are considering moving facilities out of China or had 

already done so. 

Among a group of 14 low-cost Asian nations, China represented 67 percent of the group’s 

exports to the U.S. in 2013. This declined to 56 percent by 2019. 

3. These other low-cost Asian countries will benefit. Vietnam is usually cited as having the 

greatest potential to increase market share. Other beneficiaries include Malaysia, Laos, and 

Cambodia.  

4. North America will 

benefit, with its large 

consumer market and 

revised trade agreement 

between Canada, the 

U.S., and Mexico. But 

among these, Mexico is 

usually picked to be the 

clear winner, due to 

significantly lower 

operating costs. As the 

chart from the Financial 

Times shows, Mexico has 

been the big winner of the 

pre-COVID-19 supply 

chain adjustments since 

2016. 

5. To what extent will locations within the U.S. see increased manufacturing and assembly 

activity? Consulting giants like McKinsey think that production and sourcing will indeed “move 

closer to the end user.” This includes American firms and new direct investment from foreign 

firms in this country. But most analysts do not forecast a “dynamic resurgence” of U.S. 

manufacturing. In two recent surveys, only 22 percent and 6 percent of manufacturers said that 

they are considering moving facilities back to the U.S. or have already done so. 

Limiting factors for increased U.S. production include a) the chronic shortage of skilled labor, 

and b) the lack of productivity growth (thus far) from automation. Researchers suggest that 

Mexico offers a 20 to 30 percent cost advantage even after transportation and import/export 

costs are included. 
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In another study, Deloitte has identified disrupting factors and manufacturing tech trends that 

could change the industry significantly over the next decade, impacting more than one-third of 

current companies. These include:  

▪ The rapidly changing geopolitics of trade agreements and the specific impacts on 
profitability, 

▪ The acceleration of robotics, and 

▪ Changing fuel (electrification) impacts on transportation fleets. 

Within the United States, which industries offer the greatest potential for re-shoring and foreign 

direct investment (FDI) to expand operations? The leading candidates are medical devices, 

medical supplies, and pharmaceuticals, which are not only growing, in-demand sectors but 

might also benefit from legislation in Congress mandating that some percentage is 

manufactured in America. The White House has also proposed incentives for increased 

domestic production of these goods. 

After that, some experts see electronics, communications equipment, and robotics/ 

automation equipment as good targets for U.S. regions that can attract talent and are near 

higher education. Also, food and beverage production will likely concentrate more in the 

United States, with the pandemic accelerating the existing trend of Americans’ preference for 

locally grown and produced foods and beverages. 

Finally, what other trends might U.S. economic development organizations need to adjust to? 

One site selection expert points to the increasing amount of community evaluation work that will 

be done online before any local contact or visits are made. This makes it essential that online 

community data be current, of the highest quality, and easily accessible. Also, business 

prospects and site selectors will likely want to carry out a greater variety of activities online – like 

doing interviews with existing employers about a region’s workforce strengths and weaknesses. 

An economic development marketing firm also suggests that state and local governments might 

need to tweak incentive programs to respond to an increasing number of projects with large 

capital investments but modest job creation. 

 

Predicted Demand in the Eastern Part of the Triangle and I-95 Corridor 

We interviewed officials with EDPNC and RTRP, as well as several very experienced North 

Carolina commercial real estate brokers, for their input on likely market conditions for non-

residential space along the I-95 corridor and the eastern part of the Research Triangle region. 

Their responses assume a reasonable resumption of economic activity and progress toward a 

vaccine for the novel coronavirus. 

Overall Activity for North Carolina and the Triangle Region: 

EDPNC reports that project activity has not fallen off significantly during the COVID-19 crisis, 

with the number of new projects per month only slightly below average. All of those interviewed 

expect North Carolina and the Triangle region to continue to be an attractive destination, and for 

project activity to regain momentum. As for the potential new trends of re-shoring, supply chain  
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adjustments, a greater focus on domestic manufacturing, and the desire for increased 

inventories, opinion was divided. Some felt that these were likely to occur, and that North 

Carolina’s I-95 corridor would be in play. Others think it is too early to tell. One broker noted that 

these COVID-related trends are increasingly discussed, but at the same time he has seen some 

deals that have gone away during the pandemic, so he cannot forecast positive net changes 

yet. 

EDPNC and RTRP are seeing increased interest in U.S. and North Carolina locations for these 

industries: 

▪ Vaccines 

▪ Genetics 

▪ Plant Science 

▪ Medical Devices 

▪ Medical Textiles 

▪ Food Technologies 

▪ 3-D Printing 

They expect decreased demand in Automotive Supplies and Cleantech/Greentech (presumably 

due to low fossil fuel prices). 

RTRP is particularly bullish on R&D and manufacturing for gene and cell therapies. They 

describe this as involving smaller projects and smaller numbers of employees, but a promising 

sector for the region. They noted that a company in this sector recently took a shell building in 

Sanford. 

For pharmaceutical manufacturing, one official noted that this promising sector will likely be 

hampered in much of the region by Neuse River Basin nitrogen limits. The lack of availability of 

nitrogen credits was described as a major limiting factor for a large water user, a restriction that 

could block any new pharma facility. Given that the Triangle region has the other assets 

necessary to attract pharma plants, the state needs to help devise a solution for this roadblock. 

Likely Regional Demand by Product Type: 

Hotels 

Although no one was willing to predict when the hospitality market will recover, most feel that 

the Triangle will be among earlier markets to see improved hotel demand. Recovery first in 

Wake County would drive greater interest in Johnston. Hotels would also make sense as part of 

mixed-use development in the county. 

Retail 

In the near future, “huge negative absorption” is expected everywhere, and larger retail projects 

will be delayed or cancelled. Long-term, small, and complimentary retail projects should return 

to the fastest-growing areas to meet population growth. This would include grocery-anchored 

centers, dining, entertainment, food halls, and retail as a component of mixed-use. 

Call Centers 

Call centers are not viewed as a high priority target in the region, and their decision-making is 

seen as “flighty.” They require a significant concentration of available labor, but wages are 

usually fairly low. One respondent put it best by saying a call center should likely be a target 
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only when there is an available plug & play space in your community. Call centers made up two 

percent of EDPNC projects in 2019. 

Office 

Interviewees did not see demand for large, Class A or corporate offices in Johnston in the next 

few years. Demand for this across the entire Triangle region may be no better than modest. But 

given Johnston’s rapid population growth, experts see moderate demand for medical offices, 

office as a component of mixed-use development near households, and small-scale 

professional offices with two to three-story buildings. 

Data Centers 

Data centers are growing in importance, but the regional market is seen as a mixed bag, a “hit 

or miss” market. One very experienced real estate pro says they do not see many data center 

deals, and those that do happen tend to be very location-driven, at the intersection of existing 

redundant power. Another said they doubted that new data centers will be constructed in 

eastern North Carolina due to extreme weather (hurricane) concerns. However, a third did not 

think that weather patterns would rule out Johnston County. According to EDPNC, only one of 

their projects in 2019 was for data center site selection. 

Manufacturing 

The greater Triangle region is not a major manufacturing center, and legacy North Carolina 

industries like textiles and furniture are generating little space demand. However, advanced 

manufacturing and life sciences-related projects are viewed as promising for the eastern 

Triangle and I-95 corridor. A benefit of these sectors is that they have very specific building and 

site needs, and thus might be patient for build-to-suit development if there is a good, pad-ready 

site available. 

Flex 

Given that Johnston’s population has passed 200,000, some commercial real estate pros think 

that there is a small business need for smaller scale flex development creating individual bays 

of perhaps 2,500 to 10,000 square feet. This can serve building contractors and trades people, 

sports and fitness facilities, small-scale food producers and distributors, R&D, and other small 

businesses. A possible negative is that in more rural locations, during an economic downtown 

many contractors could work out of their home property. 

Warehouse & Distribution 

Given that at least 70 percent of industrial space in the region is used for warehouse and 

distribution (rather than manufacturing), this product type will likely be the biggest beneficiary of 

an improving economy. Brokers report that the warehouse market has been “muddling through” 

during the economic shutdown, but unlike during the financial crisis little speculative space has 

been delivered in the market recently. Vacancy remains low. 

Importantly, brokers and economic developers agree that Johnston County’s location is nearly 

ideal for warehouse and distribution. It is at the center of the north-south corridor along the east 

coast, and the CSX Kingsboro facility is another plus. In addition, its proximity to the heart of the 

Triangle makes it useful to serve the regional needs (including cold storage) of one of the 

nation’s top-growing, affluent markets. 
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As will be discussed further below, having existing (modern) warehouse building product would 

be a major selling point, as most users are on tight timelines. 

Comments on Land 

Particularly for industrial, flex, and warehouse needs, the key trend is limited available/zoned 

land in the heart of the Triangle, and the Triangle’s incremental push outward in all directions in 

search of suitable land. As one broker put it, “Wake County is out of land.” Nearby, the I-85 

corridor is getting built out, the Garner area is becoming built out, and the I-95 corridor is 

receiving more interest.  

Johnston County “has the dirt.” If it can also maintain advantages of lower land prices than 

Wake, lower development costs, and a politically friendly or neutral atmosphere, those will make 

the county more attractive. A big question is WHEN? One broker asked: Is Johnston’s rise in 

non-residential development likely to happen in the next three years, or is it more of a five to 10-

year play? Most believe that incremental pressures will slowly push east and south from the 

Wake County line and the Clayton area. However, industrial building development could spur 

more rapid economic advancement. 

For industrial land to be a realistic recruitment asset, it must have the following in place, at a 

minimum: 

▪ Clear title ownership by a government, economic development entity, or willing private 

seller; 

▪ Fully approved for appropriate business uses; 

▪ Fully designed; 

▪ With all infrastructure in place. 

If land cannot check all these prerequisites off the list, the site might have future potential, but 

would not be competitive for a current opportunity. 

Comments on Buildings 

The need for “speed to market” was emphasized greatly. Companies are “trying to move at 

lightning speed,” and this means that the great majority of prospects ask first about an existing, 

newer building. Older buildings are generally not suitable to meet current needs. Reviewing 

EDPNC’s 2019 project totals, 64 percent of all projects were focused on a building need; 21 

percent were focused on land; and 16 percent either a building or land.  

A broker active in Johnston County said that he gets asked about space needs from 100,000 to 

700,000 square feet, for distribution and/or assembly and manufacturing uses. Other brokers 

and economic developers indicated that 100,000+/- square feet is a good “sweet spot” for 

industrial building development. In eastern North Carolina, many speculative buildings are 

between 50,000 and 100,000 square feet. Given Johnston’s prime location, population growth, 

and transportation options, most believe that the upper end of that scale (around 100,000 SF) 

makes the most sense. There is also likely demand for smaller-scale flex buildings of 20,000 to 

50,000 SF and divided into bays of 2,500 to 5,000 SF each. 

An official with EDPNC notes that existing buildings in decent locations get off the market 

quickly. A modern building is an asset that brings clients to look, and even if the client does not  
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use that building it increases the chances that they will locate within the county. EDPNC says 

that Johnston gets lots of looks from clients, but the lack of building product is a negative. 

While Johnston can expect slow, incremental development interest coming from the Wake 

County line, activity could be increased by having existing building options in other parts of the 

county such as the I-95 corridor.     

 

TASK 2: Public Investments in Buildings and Sites 

____________________________________________________________ 

 

The following examples illustrate the nature and extent of public (county or city-level) 

investments in the development of business and industrial parks as well as new building 

construction, for economic development purposes. In addition to the neighboring counties of 

Wilson, Wayne, Nash, and Wake, we included information from Edgecombe County (which has 

a joint economic development partnership with Rocky Mount) and Bladen County (because of 

that county’s long and deep history in site and building development). We highlight sources of 

grant funding and loans as well as local government funding. 

 

1. Wilson County 

The County and City of Wilson have partnered 50 percent – 50 percent in economic 

development investments since the late 1950s. Decades ago the two started a fund by selling 

bonds which were repaid through land sales. Sites and buildings are managed by a long-

established private, non-profit organization called Wilson County Properties, Inc.  

Wilson has a new, 800-acre 

business park called the Campus 

at 587, where infrastructure was 

completed a year ago. The land 

was optioned by the city and 

county many years ago, and they 

purchased it over five years 

starting in 2010. After that, they 

obtained a grant from Golden 

LEAF for infrastructure 

development, which took place in 

2018 and 2019. This park has 

water, sewer, electricity, natural 

gas, fiber, and stormwater ponds. They generally do not create pad-ready sites as they believe 

that manufacturing requirements vary too greatly between users. 

The partnership also has Wilson Corporate Park, which was started in 1989 and has some land 

still available. 

For buildings, the city and county started a shell building fund in the early 2000s. Jennifer Lantz 

believes it was started with $500,000. That was funded $250,000 by each entity, paid into the  

https://www.wilsonedc.com/Images/wilsonedc/site/brochures/Flyer_Wilson_HackneyShell.pdf
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fund over five years. Wilson sold its 7th shell building last year, a 97,000 square foot building 

that sold for $2.8 million. An 8th shell building is getting underway, a 105,000 square foot precast 

concrete structure priced at approximately $3.8 million. The shell building fund stood at $2.5 

million last year, and the city and county each contributed $650,000 more to bring the balance 

up to $3.8 million. 

Comments from Wilson County: 

• Clients almost always want to look at a building first, even if they will also consider land.  

• When starting out, you need to give elected officials time to build up a fund. It is not likely to 

happen overnight. 

• We have never held a shell building more than three years (we realize that some other 

places have not been as fortunate). You need to do a lot of market research as to demand 

across the southeastern U.S. – we talk with commercial brokers, EDPNC, and corporate real 

estate personnel. 

 

2. Nash County 

In the last three years, Nash County has completed a 65,000 square foot shell building at 

Middlesex Corporate Centre. The $1.7 million cost was fully funded by the county government. 

Middlesex Corporate Centre is currently undergoing water and sewer network improvements 

and a road extension. In addition to local government funds for these improvements, the county 

has received funding from Golden LEAF and NC Commerce’s Rural ReadySites program.  

At Whitaker’s Business and 

Industry Center, Nash County has 

completed five shell buildings over 

the last 20+ years. All the buildings 

have been sold to industry and are 

currently occupied. Staff believes 

that these were all funded primarily 

by county revenues, and that the 

county partnered with a local 

builder-developer who constructed 

the buildings.  

Also at Whitaker’s, the county has provided required local matches for the state’s Building 

Reuse grant program. The Building Reuse program requires at least a five percent cash match 

from the local government, and the county has participated in at least five projects. Finally, the 

county has purchased an additional 70 acres for future expansion of the business park and 

plans to add more acreage within the next year. 

It is worth noting that the county is also funding a $2.4 million rural broadband expansion 

program. The county has spent $1.29 million of its funds thus far and should begin on the $1.14 

million Phase 3 of the expansion this year. The broadband provider partnering with the county, 

CloudWyze, has also applied to the NC Department of Information Technology’s GREAT 

program for grants to help with this last phase, which could reduce the county’s expenditures.  
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GREAT is a broadband grant program in Tier 1 counties. Nash’s rural broadband expansion 

program is designed to improve service for the general residential and business population. 

 

3. Edgecombe County and Rocky Mount 

Oppie Jordan of the Carolinas Gateway Partnership notes that Edgecombe and Rocky Mount 

have a long history of investing in sites and buildings. The most obvious example is the more 

than 3,000-acre Kingsboro megasite in Tarboro. The county purchased this land over a 10 to 

15-year period and is the sole owner. The megasite has water, sewer, electricity, natural gas, 

fiber, and rail. 

There is also a new, 60,000 square foot shell building (34-foot ceilings, and expandable to 

120,000 square feet) that will be finished by August in the Tarboro Commerce Center. Tarboro 

bought out the county’s interest in the 180-acre Tarboro Commerce Center and is partnering 

with a private developer. If that building is sold, the Carolinas Gateway Partnership intends to 

start another one in Rocky Mount (100,000 square feet, 34-foot ceilings) and has two others 

planned.  

Some government funding over the years has come from a $5 Global TransPark license plate 

fee. Also, they have received grants from Golden LEAF – which they call an “incredible partner” 

– and from the NC Department of Commerce Industrial Development Fund (IDF).  

Comments from the Carolinas Gateway Partnership: 

• “If you don’t have product, you don’t have anything” to market or sell. 

• Local government leadership has been enthusiastic the entire time. The Partnership has not 

had to fight to get them on board. “They know we have to have product.” 

• For all sites, it is “vital” to have all infrastructure in place. 

 

4. Lee County 

The Sanford Area Growth Alliance (SAGA) is a non-profit resulting from the 2014 merger of the 

Lee County EDC and the Sanford Area Chamber of Commerce. SAGA is about 60 percent 

publicly-funded and 40 percent privately-funded. 

For SAGA, the key to getting people on board regarding site and building investment was a visit 

from site selection consultant Mark Sweeney in 2015. Sweeney’s message that “Prepared 

Communities Win” changed the thinking of many stakeholders. 

The organization’s first project was the development of a business park, Central Carolina 

Enterprise Park (750 +/- acres). The land is privately owned by partners including the 

Greensboro-based industrial builder and developer, Samet Corporation. Lee County and the 

City of Sanford entered into a MOU with the private owners for infrastructure development at 

CCEP. The private landowners agreed on the pricing of land to be sold to end users. The 

county paid for the road development (which was turned over to NCDOT after completion) and 

paid for fiber installation in the park. The city provided water and sewer system extensions. The 

county paid for its portion by re-investing the sale proceeds of an old U.S. EDA grant project. 

The city used its utility fund for the water and sewer work. 
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Next, a speculative building of 117,000 

square feet with 29-foot ceilings was 

developed at CCEP. The building was 

constructed by Samet and completed in 

June 2019. The city and county’s role 

was to agree to pay any carrying costs 

on the building for up to two years, at 

an estimated annual cost of $325,000. 

However, as soon as the building was 

completed it was sold to Audentes 

Therapeutics. Audentes brought in 200 jobs averaging $84,000. Because of the immediate sale, 

no public money was ever spent on the building. A permit has been issued for another 

speculative building, which will be identical in size and ceiling height and will also be developed 

by Samet.  

Comments from SAGA: 

• We found that having the speculative building opened up so many doors for us in replying to 

RFIs – we were able to send out 35 or 40 packages on the first building that we couldn’t 

have responded to otherwise.  

• Locally, we did have to overcome the stigma of a bad shell building experience from about 

15 years ago. It was in a bad location, had other flaws, and it took seven years to sell. We 

learned the importance of working with an experienced partner and carefully studying the 

market before proceeding on a building. But now, our politicians do love a success story! 

5. Wayne County 

Wayne County has established a public-private partnership for site and building development, 

similar to Bladen County. The county is the public sector partner. The partnership develops and 

operates three business parks. The newest 

park is Goldsboro Business Campus, with 

about 100 acres. The county is buying the 

land for the park over five years, currently 

in year two of their commitment. The 

partnership obtained a $1.7 million grant 

from the NC Rural Center within the last 

two years to develop infrastructure at 

Goldsboro Business Campus. Private 

partners contributed $200,000 for 

surveying, permitting, and other 

development expenses. There is also a 

22,000 square foot industrial incubator 

building underway there, which will be 

divided into two bays. 

The Wayne County partnership also operates Park East, approximately 120 acres. A 50,000 

square foot shell building (expandable to 100,000 square feet) was recently completed at Park 

East, with the county putting up $2 million for construction costs. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Frantnc.com%2F2020%2F02%2F18%2Fproject-jupiter-revealed-audentes-therapeutics-to-hire-200-plus-make-big-lee-county-investment%2F&psig=AOvVaw1cNVGAeYJLR-JDJzmi55Gc&ust=1593798404917000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCLDtv_CPr-oCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD
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The Wayne County partnership’s intent is to maintain ownership of industrial buildings, lease 

them, and put rent proceeds back into new projects. 

Comments from Wayne County: 

▪ Our county government is pro economic development, willing to be proactive and spend to 

develop product. You must have product. 

▪ To decide what to build, we look at a lot of data about prospects and site selectors 

considering North Carolina, and what their building criteria are. 

6. Wake County 

Several municipalities in Wake County have invested in site and building development. A few 

examples: 

The Town of Holly Springs has invested $17 million in the Holly Springs Business Park since 

2006. Funds were used to purchase the land, provide utilities, build roads, and upgrade a pump 

station that serves a Novartis facility. This year, Holly Springs is partnering with the private 

sector on a $500,000 gravity sewer line project in the park. 

The Town of Morrisville recently partnered with the Research Triangle Foundation and NCDOT 

on road and sidewalk extensions in Research Triangle Park. The recent $4.72 million project 

received $214,000 in contributions from the town and $136,000 from Research Triangle 

Foundation, with NCDOT funding the bulk of the work at $4.37 million. 

In 2019, the Town of Garner funded a $600,000 sewer line extension to facilitate the 

development of the Garner Business Park 70. The park is being developed by the private 

sector, by the Cincinnati-based firm Al. Neyer. The 50-acre park is planned to have four 

industrial buildings totaling 675,000 square feet. The Town of Garner is also working with the 

Development Finance Initiative at UNC-Chapel Hill to create a public-private partnership for 

downtown development opportunities. 

7. Bladen County 

For a small (population 33,000), rural jurisdiction, Bladen County has developed a reputation for 

its aggressive building development program. It started a private, non-profit organization called 

Bladen’s Bloomin’ in the early 1990s using USDA Rural Development grants. The group’s initial 

activity was a revolving business loan fund. By 1998 the fund balance was $300,000. The 

organization applied every year for more USDA funds, and in a few years, it built the balance to 

over $1,000,000 with no county funds used. 

The focus of the fund shifted to real estate and building development in 2001. USDA fund 

principal must remain intact, but the interest or returns can be used for any economic 

development purpose. The group’s first building project was an existing building renovation in  

2001. After a business took that space, Bladen’s Bloomin’ built two shell buildings of 40,000 

square feet each, which were taken within three years. Revenue from the sale of those buildings 

was used to expand a blueberry cold storage facility. A Golden LEAF grant was also used for 

that building, which was purchased by the non-profit and leased to a private company. 
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The county’s first industrial incubator was a 10,000 square foot building constructed in the early 

2000s and leased to two companies. Bladen obtained a loan to help with that project. Over the 

last 20 years, Bladen’s Bloomin’ has done 21 building projects. The group currently has six 

industrial incubators with zero vacancy. 

The organization has $13 million to $14 million in assets, and approximately $4 million in debt. 

Rental income brings in about $1,000,000 annually. Bladen’s Bloomin’s goal is to hold buildings, 

not sell, and typically does leases of three to four years with tenant options to stay longer. The 

rent levels do not always cover building costs, and so the organization has sold a few buildings 

over the last three years to boost its cash position.  

About three years ago, Bladen County government contributed $1.8 million to the organization 

for new building projects. According to Chuck Heustess, this is the first time the county has 

contributed cash.  

Bladen’s goal now is to create completed spaces for tenants (not shell buildings), constructing 

flex-type buildings with individual bays between 4,000 and 27,000 square feet each. These 

spaces target smaller companies with typically between five and 50 employees. 

The group’s main funding sources over the years have been USDA Rural Development grants; 

Golden LEAF grants; U.S. EDA grants; and loans from a variety of banks and other lenders. 

Comments from Bladen County: 

▪ If there are any electric cooperatives in your area, getting economic development loans from 

them is a great deal. They offer zero percent interest loans to be paid back over 10 years. 

▪ Our private, non-profit has a very stable board (with many local business people involved). 

That is important. Low turnover and less political pressure are big benefits. 

▪ Everyone who looks in our county wants an existing space. If nationally maybe 80 percent of 

clients want a building, here it is more like 95 percent. The last time a company bought land 

and built here was more than 25 years ago. 

▪ Today, we would not build a shell building in a rural area. Businesses want to move in within 

two to three months, not 8 to 9 months. We need completed spaces. 

 

Key Takeaways from Public Investments in Buildings and Sites 

The experience of these nearby counties offers a few themes which might be helpful for any 

jurisdiction considering a similar program.  

1) Counties commonly partner with city and town governments, private partners (landowners, 

builders, or developers), and/or state agencies (such as NCDOT) for building and site 

investment projects. 

 

2) Establishing a separate entity (usually a private, non-profit organization) can be a good way 

to attract funding from a variety of public and private sources, and to reduce the impact of 

rapid political changes and political pressure for short-term results. 

 

3) Initial efforts are often funded by multi-year commitments from local governments to 

purchase land or seed a new organization. It may be unrealistic to expect a government to 
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fund the desired level of activity in one year. 

 

4) Common funding sources include Golden LEAF grants, USDA Rural Development grants, 

NC Commerce and NC Rural Center programs, U.S. EDA grants, and loans from area 

banks or electric cooperatives. 

 

5) Organizations are prioritizing building development (not just site preparation) given the great 

majority of clients that prefer an existing building to meet their timelines. 

 

6) Economic development organizations must do careful research on the most in-demand 

specifications for sites and buildings, to increase the chances of relatively quick success. 

 
Task 3: Johnston County, NC COVID-19 Economic Impact Analysis 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Economic impact analysis is ideally conducted under growth circumstances, for instance, the 
addition of a new manufacturing facility, new hotel, or a shopping center. However, the same 
tools that demonstrate the impact of expansion can also measure the impact of contraction. This 
can be helpful for understanding and preparing for the ripple effects throughout a local economy 
from the COVID-19 downturn. Many economists are predicting a “swoosh” shaped recovery 
where the employment downturn is swift, and the subsequent recovery is a more gradual return 
to pre-COVID levels. Some industries may be unable to return to 2019 levels until an effective 
vaccine is developed and widespread, which may not occur until 2022. The Congressional 
Budget Office recently released a report predicting that full economic recovery might not occur 
until the end of the decade. 
 
To gain an understanding of the potential impacts on Johnston County, Economic Leadership 
ran two separate economic impact scenarios. The first scenario evaluates a five percent 
reduction in sales in all traded clusters operating in Johnston County. In the second we review 
specific impacts to the top ten industries in terms of employment. The first shows a more 
general impact while the second gives detailed input on what could happen within the biggest 
employers. 
 
Clusters are groups of industries related by skill, technology, supply, demand, and/or other 
linkages. Traded clusters are groupings of industries that serve markets outside of a region 
(internationally and/or domestically) and bring wealth into that region. Clusters also contain a 
supply chain that supports an industry including suppliers, infrastructure, and machinery. 
Focusing on clusters in economic development strategy narrows efforts to those industries 
which are most likely to thrive in a region. This is particularly important as the competition for 
investment and jobs is intense. Studies have shown that investments that support clusters are 
more efficient and cost effective than providing subsidies and solutions to individual companies.  
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    Source: U.S. Cluster Mapping 

Traded clusters often account for less than 40 percent of a region’s employment; however, they 
are usually responsible for 50 percent or more of a region’s income and innovation. Traded 
clusters also generate much of the wealth needed to fuel local (nontraded) cluster jobs.  
 
Scenario One 
In this scenario, we modeled the impact of the county’s traded industries all experiencing a five 
percent reduction in sales based on 2019 levels. This provides a broad assessment of the 
demand impact of COVID-19. Current projections from the Congressional Budget Office project 
a four to six percent drop in overall GDP in 2020. The multiplier effect methodology is further 
explained under Scenario Two.  
 
Total COVID Impacts to Johnston County Traded Industries 

Impact Type 
Sales  

(million$) 
Earnings  
(million$) 

Jobs 

Initial ($257) ($60) -990 

Supply Chain and Income Effects ($87) ($24) -630 

Total Impact ($344) ($84) -1,620 

Source: EL calculations based on EMSI 2020.2 
 
Traded industries in Johnston County sold $5.1 billion of goods and services in 2019. A five 
percent reduction equates to the loss of $257 million in sales. Based on the multiplier effect, the 
loss in sales revenue would lead to a total loss of 1,620 jobs in the county and a $84 million 
reduction in earnings. The average job multiplier for traded industries was 1.64, meaning for 
every job lost in a traded industry it triggered the loss of 0.64 jobs elsewhere in the Johnston 
County economy.  
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Tax Impacts from Changes to Johnston County Traded Industries 

Tax Impacts 
Total 

(million$) 

Federal ($2.6) 

State  ($3.9) 

Local ($4.4) 

Source: EL calculations based on EMSI 2020.2 
 
The contraction would also impact tax revenues. The model estimates that city and county 
governments in Johnston County would see tax revenues reduced by $4.4 million. This scenario 
highlights the massive impact that traded industries have on a community. While much of the 
COVID-19 discussion has been about local-serving businesses (for example, nail salons and 
restaurants) it is these traded industries that are the engines of the economy. Slight reductions 
in their sales can trigger large impacts across the county.  
 
Scenario Two 
The top 20 six-digit NAICS code industries, based on 2019 employment, were selected. We 
removed public industries and local-serving industries that were unlikely to be experiencing 
major changes during this time to focus our scenario to the top 10 employing industries. Our 
focus of this analysis was on industries that export outside of the county that will likely suffer 
from reductions in demand. This analysis does not attempt to measure the entire impact of 
COVID-19 on Johnston County.  
 
Top Employers of Johnston County, 2019 

Industry 2019 Jobs 
Included in 
Analysis? 

Elementary and Secondary Schools (Local 
Government) 

4,621  

Limited-Service Restaurants 2,699  

Local Government, Excluding Education and Hospitals 2,228  

Landscaping Services 1,962 X 

Full-Service Restaurants 1,938  

Hospitals (Local Government) 1,557 X 

Biological Product (except Diagnostic) Manufacturing 1,512 X 

Supermarkets and Other Grocery (except 
Convenience) Stores 

1,452  

Pharmaceutical Preparation Manufacturing 1,253 X 

Offices of Real Estate Agents and Brokers 1,186 X 

Plumbing, Heating, and Air-Conditioning Contractors 1,183 X 

Child Day Care Services 1,127 X 

Crop Production 1,036 X 

Other Direct Selling Establishments 1,012  

Religious Organizations 975  

Temporary Help Services 940  

Janitorial Services 920  

Construction Machinery Manufacturing 881 X 

Industrial and Commercial Fan and Blower and Air 
Purification Equipment Manufacturing 

841 X 

Source: EMSI 2020.2 
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Then we estimated a potential long-term change in sales to each industry. These changes were 
based on our research on COVID-19 impacts from a variety of sources.  While many industries 
are suffering and laying off workers, some industries are experiencing increases during the 
pandemic. Researchers at the University of Chicago estimate that for every 10 pandemic- 
related layoffs there have been three pandemic-related hires. In Johnston County there is a 
strong presence of biotechnology. We predict these industries will experience growth as part of 
the rush to improve testing and treatment for COVID-19 and to re-shore pharmaceutical 
production back within the United States. The predicted sales percentage change was applied 
to 2019 levels to determine the long-term COVID impact.  
 

Predicted Long-Term Impacts of COVID-19 by Industry 

Industry 
Predicted 

Sales 
Change 

Change in Sales 

Landscaping Services -5% -$7,477,000 

Hospitals (Local Government) -5% -$8,941,000 

Biological Product (except Diagnostic) Manufacturing 5% $63,821,000 

Pharmaceutical Preparation Manufacturing 5% $31,538,000 

Offices of Real Estate Agents and Brokers -5% -$3,558,000 

Plumbing, Heating, and Air-Conditioning Contractors -10% -$15,632,000 

Child Day Care Services -10% -$3,579,000 

Crop Production -5% -$9,772,000 

Construction Machinery Manufacturing -10% -$44,052,000 

Industrial and Commercial Fan and Blower and Air 
Purification Equipment Manufacturing 

-10% -$14,520,000 

Source: EL calculations based on EMSI 2020.2 
 
This results in a reduction in Johnston County’s top industries of about $12 million in sales. 
While many industries are modeled to have reductions in sales, those losses are largely offset 
by the predicted $95 million increase in Johnston County’s biotechnology sector.  
 
To understand the ripple effect of these changes to the top 10 employing industries, Economic 
Model Specialists International’s (EMSI) input/output model was used to determine the supply 
chain and income effects of job losses. Accounting for these multiplying effects helps 
demonstrate the full magnitude of impacts.  
 

Total COVID Impacts to Top Ten Johnston County Industries 

Impact Type 
Sales  

(million$) 
Earnings  
(million$) 

Jobs 

Initial ($12.2) ($18.8) -550 

Supply Chain and Income Effects $8.3 ($1.0) -60 

Total Impact ($3.9) ($19.9) -610 

Source: EL calculations based on EMSI 2020.2 
 
The $12 million initial sales reduction corresponds to a reduction of 550 jobs within the top 
industries in Johnston County. When the supply chain and income effects are measured for 
each industry, an additional 60 jobs are expected to be lost. This results in a total job loss of 610 
jobs across the county. The prediction of growth in the biotechnology fields reduces the impacts  



 18 

of total sales, earnings, and jobs losses. Most notably, the sales supply chain and income 
effects are a net positive in Johnston County because the biotech industries have higher 
multiplier effects than the other industries. Ultimately, the impacts to the top industries would 
result in almost $20 million in lost earnings in the county.  
 
Total Job Impacts by Industry 

 
Source: EL calculations based on EMSI 2020.2 
 
While the increase to biotechnology was only able to reduce the total decline in other industries 
in terms of employment, earnings, and jobs, the net impact on taxes was predicted to be 
positive. Biotechnology companies have high rates of sales per workers and pay more taxes per 
sales dollar. Therefore, the predicted increase in biotech post-COVID can cover the reduction in 
tax revenue in other top 10 industries. Local taxes (city and county) would increase by $263,800 
under this scenario.  
 

Tax Impacts from Changes in Top Ten Industries 

Tax Impacts Total 

Federal $797,700 

State  $384,800 

Local $263,800 

Source: EL calculations based on EMSI 2020.2 
 
This analysis reveals that the impacts of COVID will likely have some negative impacts on 
Johnston County. The county is fortunate to have a major presence of biotech industries that 
are anticipated to see gains from the pandemic. These increases can help cushion the worst of 
the COVID impacts. The reality of the pandemic is not that everything will decline; many 
industries will decline while some others are projected to benefit. Supporting existing companies 
that are benefiting during these times can shield local economies from more severe losses, and 
for Johnston County might offer an important opportunity. 
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Task 4: Johnston County, North Carolina Supply Chain Analysis 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Examining what goods and services are imported into the region show where money is leaking 
outside of the region. This can offer potential recruitment opportunities. If an anchor industry is 
currently importing heavily from another company in a specific part of its supply chain, this can 
be an opportunity to bring more companies from the supply chain to the region and keep money 
within the community. It helps bring new companies to your area while simultaneously reducing 
costs for your existing companies. This is not possible in all cases – since manygoods or 
services might not be practical for relocation to Johnston County – but  this analysis highlights 
potential economic gains.  In this section, Economic Leadership analyzes the supply chain of 
Johnston’s top industries.  
 
To generate specific target industries, we evaluated the top employers in the county and 
categorized them in a specific traded cluster using the U.S. Cluster Mapping definitions. Then 
the supply chains of the most relevant traded clusters were evaluated. This analysis looks at the 
supply chain requirements and spending of these top clusters as well as the supply chain for all 
traded industries in Johnston County. Additionally, specific foreign trade data was evaluated for 
major foreign direct investment (FDI) opportunities.   
 

Top Employers in Johnston County 

Company Employment Traded Cluster 

Grifols Therapeutics Inc. 1,800+ Biopharmaceuticals 

Asplundh Tree Expert Co.   500-999 Business Services 

Novo Nordisk Pharmaceutical 500-999 Biopharmaceuticals 

Flanders Airpure 500-999 
Production Technology and Heavy 
Machinery 

Caterpillar Inc. 500-999 
Production Technology and Heavy 
Machinery 

Employer Solutions Staffing Group   250-499 Business Services 

Sysco 250-499 Distribution & Electronic Commerce 

Sona Precision Technologies 250-499 Downstream Metal Products 

Johnston County Industries 100-249 Metalworking Technology 

Airflow Products Company Inc. 100-249 
Production Technology and Heavy 
Machinery 

AVINTIV 100-249 Textile Manufacturing 

Skyware Global 100-249 
Communications Equipment and 
Services 

Stevens Sausage Company 100-249 Food Processing & Manufacturing 

OPW Fueling Containment 
Systems 

100-249 
Production Technology and Heavy 
Machinery 

Source: Triangle East 
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Data from EMSI’s input/output model for the year 2019 breaks down the amount the cluster 
purchases from other industries (six-digit NAICS code level). This spending is broken down by 
spending within region and spending outside of the region. The clusters with the highest value 
of imported purchases represent the largest leakage and therefore the greatest opportunity for 
recruitment targets for the economic development office.  
 

Supply Chain Purchases for Top Traded Clusters in Johnston County 

 
Source: EMSI 2020.2 
 
Johnston County’s largest employing cluster is biopharmaceuticals. This industry is one of few 
clusters that will likely witness growth due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Early in the crisis, supply 
chains were broken as foreign trade was interrupted. Many biotech companies announced plans 
to increase their manufacturing footprint in the United States. (In the past month, Grifols 
Therapeutics has announced a $351 million expansion and 300 new jobs.) The crisis 
highlighted the value of reshoring to ensure that critical medical supplies are less impacted by 
unpredictable events in the future. The virus also increased efforts to develop new vaccines and 
treatments. Currently there is discussion in Congress of incentives to encourage reshoring of 
critical medical industries. 
 
In 2019, pre COVID-19, the biopharmaceuticals cluster in Johnston County purchased an 
estimated $467 million in goods and services to conduct their operations. The 
biopharmaceuticals cluster had the largest supply chain in the county in 2019. About 40 percent 
of these goods and services were sourced from within Johnston County. This is slightly higher 
than the average across all traded clusters of 33 percent. This means the biopharmaceutical 
companies in the county spent about $280 million in imports that send money flowing out of the 
community.  
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The second highest cluster, in terms of supply chain value, is production technology and heavy 
machinery. In this cluster a smaller percentage of spending is spent inside Johnston County at 
16 percent. This means $234 million left the county in 2019. In other top clusters, the majority of 
the supply chain value is sourced from outside the county. Overall, the top clusters sourced 
more than $1.1 billion from vendors outside Johnston County.  

 
Supply Chain Value by Cluster 

Cluster 
Total Value of 
Supply Chain 

(million$) 

% Sourced 
Within 
Region 

Value of 
Imported 

Purchases 
(million$) 

Biopharmaceuticals $467 40% $280 

Production Technology and Heavy 
Machinery $278 16% $234 

Distribution and Electronic Commerce $211 37% $134 

Agricultural Inputs and Services $133 39% $81 

Business Services $68 37% $43 

All Traded Clusters $1,741 33% $1,168 

Source: EMSI 2020.1 
 
The clusters with the top two supply chains offer the greatest opportunity for targeted 
recruitment and were evaluated further to see in which specific industries they currently import 
purchases from outside the region.  
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Biopharmaceuticals 
The biopharmaceutical companies in Johnston County source much of the products they use 
from outside the county, including the drug ingredients themselves. Much of the money spent by 
these companies go to 
their corporate offices 
outside the region. We 
see this confirmed in 
foreign trade data which is 
discussed later in this 
report. If these Johnston 
County locations of global 
biopharmaceutical 
companies continue to 
grow and expand, 
recruiting these 
companies to relocate 
their corporate operations 
to the county could 
represent a $58 million 
opportunity. This is also 
part of the national 
discussion to ensure 
greater control and access 
to these components to be 
able to better deal with future health crises. Other needs that could be met within the region are 
legal services, internet publishing, and warehousing & storage.  
 

Top Supply Chain Needs for Biopharmaceuticals  

Purchases from 
In-region 

Purchases 
(million$) 

% In-Region 
Purchases 

Imported 
Purchases 
(million$) 

% 
Imported 

Purchases 

Drugs and Druggists' Sundries Merchant 
Wholesalers 

$33.4 28% $87.9 72% 

Corporate, Subsidiary, and Regional 
Managing Offices 

$1.5 2% $58.0 98% 

Medicinal and Botanical Manufacturing $0.1 0% $30.5 100% 

Offices of Lawyers $3.9 26% $11.2 74% 

All Other Basic Organic Chemical 
Manufacturing 

$0.1 2% $7.7 98% 

Administrative Management and General 
Management Consulting Services 

$6.6 58% $4.9 42% 

Internet Publishing and Broadcasting and 
Web Search Portals 

$0.0 1% $3.9 99% 

In-Vitro Diagnostic Substance 
Manufacturing 

$0.1 3% $3.0 97% 

Offices of Other Holding Companies $0.0 1% $2.7 99% 

General Warehousing and Storage $1.3 33% $2.6 67% 

Source: EMSI 2020.2 
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Production Technology and Heavy Machinery 
This cluster sources more of its purchases out of the region, in general, when compared to the 
other clusters. As iterated before, many of the 
manufacturers in Johnston County have their 
corporate offices located elsewhere. In this 
cluster, many of the imports are motor vehicle 
products. This is likely the sourcing of materials 
needed at the Caterpillar and John Deere 
facilities.  
 
One clear opportunity that emerged in the data is 
the possibility of reversing the outsourcing of 
machine shops. Over $4 million is spent outside 
the county. Our review of top companies shows 
that Johnston County Industries does metal work 
for a variety of clients while training 
underrepresented workers. There is the potential 
to connect manufacturers, who are importing 
work from machine shops, with existing 
companies in the county or new companies that 
could be attracted.  
 

Top Supply Chain Needs for Production Technology and Heavy Machinery 

Purchases from 
In-region 

Purchases 
(million$) 

% In-region 
Purchases 

Imported 
Purchases 
(million$) 

% Imported 
Purchases 

Corporate, Subsidiary, and Regional 
Managing Offices 

$0.6 2% $22.9 98% 

Iron and Steel Mills and Ferroalloy 
Manufacturing 

$0.0 0% $21.5 100% 

Other Engine Equipment Manufacturing $0.0 0% $11.2 100% 

Motor Vehicle Transmission and Power 
Train Parts Manufacturing 

$0.0 0% $9.4 100% 

Other Motor Vehicle Parts Manufacturing $2.1 20% $8.3 80% 

Fluid Power Valve and Hose Fitting 
Manufacturing 

$0.0 0% $5.1 100% 

Motor Vehicle Supplies and New Parts 
Merchant Wholesalers 

$0.1 2% $4.3 98% 

Industrial Machinery and Equipment 
Merchant Wholesalers 

$1.9 31% $4.3 69% 

Machine Shops $0.2 3% $4.2 97% 

New Car Dealers $1.0 20% $3.9 80% 

Source: EMSI 2020.2 
 
All Traded Industries 
While the previous industries represent the largest supply chains of the top clusters, there are 
many other traded industries in the region. To round out the analysis, we looked at the sourcing 
needed by all traded industries. While a supplier company is most likely to be drawn by one of 
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the top existing companies, it can be beneficial to show the full potential from all traded 
industries in Johnston County.   
 
Traded industries in the region spent $130 million in 2019 on corporate and management offices 
outside the region. Currently Johnston County is not viewed as an obvious location for a 
concentration of white-collar administrative workers, but the demographic and economic 
prospects continue to improve. Due to the locational advantages the county enjoys and the 
growing concentration of administrative workers living in the community, a suburban style office 
complex along a major corridor is an increasing possibility. If the region could recruit corporate 
jobs from one of their top employers to Johnston it would keep more investment in the county. 
Another opportunity exists in the wake of COVID-19 where drug manufacturers might want to 
expand their production in the U.S. at existing Johnston County locations. Currently many of the 
drug ingredients are imported.  
 

Top Supply Chain Needs for All Traded Industries 

Purchases from 
In-region 

Purchases 
(million$) 

% In-region 
Purchases 

Imported 
Purchases 
(million$) 

% 
Imported 

Purchases 

Corporate, Subsidiary, and Regional 
Managing Offices 

$3.3 2% $130.4 98% 

Drugs and Druggists' Sundries Merchant 
Wholesalers 

$35.0 28% $92.2 72% 

Animal Production $19.6 30% $45.5 70% 

Iron and Steel Mills and Ferroalloy 
Manufacturing 

$0.0 0% $37.6 100% 

Medicinal and Botanical Manufacturing $0.1 0% $30.9 100% 

Offices of Lawyers $7.4 26% $21.2 74% 

Crop Production $24.6 60% $16.7 40% 

Paperboard Mills $0.0 0% $14.9 100% 

Internet Publishing and Broadcasting and 
Web Search Portals 

$0.2 1% $14.5 99% 

General Warehousing and Storage $7.0 33% $14.1 67% 

Source: EMSI 2020.2 
 
Foreign Supply Chain 
This analysis identifies the most detailed industries in 
a supply chain, but it does not identify specific 
companies that are used by these traded industries. 
There is additional data on international trade that 
helps identify foreign supply companies within the 
target industries. Datamyne software aggregates U.S. 
Import Bill of Lading data and summarizes the 
information for every maritime import. This provides 
more specific leads particularly for foreign direct 
investment (FDI). Economic Leadership LCC 
reviewed the Datamyne data for Johnston County 
from January 2019 to May 2020.  
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Johnston County benefits from its close proximity to several major ports along the Southeast 
coast including Norfolk, VA, Wilmington, NC, and Charleston, SC. This makes international 
trade more accessible to companies operating within the county. Imports to Johnston County 
are down slightly since the first quarter of 2019 according to the bills of lading. A “bill of lading” 
is essentially a receipt that is required for every purchase that goes through customs.  
 
Trade is likely down in the longer term due to trade policies such as tariffs on Chinese and 
European products. In the short-term, there was a decline in imports to Johnston County in the 
first quarter of 2020 from the COVID-19 shutdowns. However, trade appears to be recovering 
quickly in the second quarter of 2020.  

 
Bills of Lading Over Time, January 2019 – May 2020 

 
Source: Datamyne (2020) 
 
Much of the increase from quarter one to quarter two of this year comes from a spike in 
shipments from China. During this time, shipments from other countries have decreased slightly.  
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Bills of Lading Over Time by Country of Origin, January 2019 – May 2020 

 
Source: Datamyne (2020) 
 
In the last year and a half, the majority of bills of lading came from Chinese companies. The 
remainder of imports to Johnston County come from European nations, Japan, and India.  

 
Bills of Lading by Country of Origin, January 2019 – May 2020 

 
Source: Datamyne (2020) 
 
The Datamyne data allows us to see which companies from Johnston County do the most 
importing from overseas. Novo Nordisk, the biopharmaceuticals company, imports the highest 
amount in terms of bills of lading and estimated value. In Datamyne, the estimated value is a 
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modeled value assessment based on the data provided in the bills of lading. It is best used to 
compare against other shipment values to understand a relative magnitude of value and should 
not be compared against the data from EMSI provided prior in this section. Some companies 
that were not on the top employers list appear on the top importers list. This includes John 
Deere Turf Care, Vida Wood, Studio TK, LB&B Associates, and Tricast Masonry Supply. This 
shows that not all top employers are getting their materials from foreign sources.  
 

Top Buyers of Foreign Imports, January 2019 to May 2020 

Buyer Name 
Bills of 
Lading 

Metric 
Tons 

Estimated 
Value 

(million$) 
Cluster 

Novo Nordisk 325 3,540 $3,164 Biopharmaceuticals 

Becton Dickinson 302 9,020 $553 Distribution and Electronic Commerce 

Vida Wood US 28 
153,47

0 
$126 Wood Products 

Skyware Global 338 3,688 $64 
Communications Equipment and 
Services 

Studio TK 111 300 $26 Furniture 

John Deere Turf Care 171 2,020 $24 Distribution and Electronic Commerce 

Caterpillar 71 1,030 $20 
Production Technology and Heavy 
Machinery 

LB&B Associates Inc. 147 2,900 $14 Distribution and Electronic Commerce 

Tricast Masonry Supply 80 1,510 $6 
Production Technology and Heavy 
Machinery 

Grifols 39 240 $6 Biopharmaceuticals 

AVINTIV 67 1,240 $4 Textile Manufacturing 

OPW Fueling 
Containment Systems, 
Inc. 

33 70 $2 
Production Technology and Heavy 
Machinery 

Source: Datamyne (2020) 
 
Further detailed review of the foreign purchases from top importers found that several of these 
transactions were goods sent between subsidiary and parent companies. For example, a large 
portion of Novo Nordisk’s import value came from shipments of drugs and supplies from its 
parent company in Denmark. This reiterates the biggest opportunity for Johnston County in a 
post-COVID world is to persuade existing companies to manufacturer more of their products 
near their U.S. customers by expanding manufacturing in the county. 
 
For the sake of determining the greatest potential FDI leads, we removed the parent company 
transactions from the list of top suppliers to Johnston County. The data shows for each top 
supplier which company was importing into the county and where the company ranks in terms of 
all U.S. shipments from that supplier. This analysis found that several of the Johnston County 
companies were the top U.S. customer for these suppliers. If these companies wanted to create 
or expand their U.S. presence, being located near their top customers could provide a 
significant efficiency advantage.   
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Novo Nordisk in Johnston County is a top customer of West Pharma in Belgium. However, West 
Pharma already has a U.S. location in Kinston, NC. A specific focus for FDI could be from 
Skyware Global’s supply chain for their antenna equipment. Skyware Global is the top U.S. 
client for many Chinese metal and electronics companies. These companies could be strong 
candidates for FDI lead generation.  
 

Top Foreign Suppliers to Johnston County Companies, January 2019 to May 2020 

Company 
Name 

Country Buyer 
Top 

Buyer 
Product Type 

Bills of 
Lading 

Metric 
Tons 

Estimated 
Value 

(million$) 

Shanghai 
Yinggui 
Metalware 

China 
Skyware 
Global 

Yes 
Downstream 
Metal Products 

126 2,349 $39 

Global 
Invacom 
Manufacturing 

China 
Skyware 
Global 

Yes 
Communications 
Equipment  

104 828 $8 

Yanmar 
Agricultural 
Equipment 

Japan 
John 
Deere  

No Tractor Engines 94 1,888 $23 

West Pharma Belgium 
Novo 
Nordisk 

Yes Biopharmaceuticals 71 1,877 $187 

Artifort Netherlands 
Studio 
TK 

Yes Furniture 26 132 $24 

Briggs of 
Burton PLC 

United 
Kingdom 

Novo 
Nordisk 

Yes 
Automation 
Equipment 

14 292 $10 

Alliance 
Mansols Inc 

Philippines 
Skyware 
Global 

Yes 
Communications 
Equipment 

14 145 $8 

Nanjing Lg 
Panda 
Electronics 

China 
Skyware 
Global 

Yes 
Communications 
Equipment 

14 202 $3 

Anke GMBH & 
Co 

Germany 
Vida 
Wood 
US 

No Wood Products 6 1,964 $3 

Source: Datamyne (2020) 
 
Reducing Leakage 
This analysis reveals that the biopharmaceutical supply chain represents the highest value and 

biggest lever for reducing leakage in Johnston County. The trend of reshoring drug 

manufacturing in the U.S. should represent a great opportunity for the county to reduce existing 

supply chain leakage. The production technology and heavy machinery cluster also has a great 

opportunity to reduce leakage. Many auto parts are sourced from outside the region. John 

Deere ordered almost 2,000 tons of product from Yanmar in Japan in the last year and a half. 

Finally, one of the largest importers in the region is Skyware Global. They are the top customer 

for several communication equipment suppliers in China and the Philippines. This could be a 

strong draw to bring FDI to Johnston County to be closer to their biggest customers. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

These four separate evaluations provide the foundation for aggressive action by the Johnston 

County Economic Development Office. We believe that there will be significant demand for 

appropriate manufacturing and warehouse/distribution buildings and ready-to-build land in the 

coming months and years. The potential for more advanced manufacturing to take place in the 

United States and North Carolina, the rapid rise of e-commerce, and the need to serve the 

growing, affluent Research Triangle Region consumer market all point to a greater need for 

high-quality buildings and sites in Johnston County. The supply of suitable buildings and land 

will be critical to Johnston County’s future success. As several site selection consultants have 

been quoted: “no product, no project”. In the accelerating site selection process, a ready 

building or site is a prerequisite for success. Speed to market is a crucial factor for companies 

considering new or expanded operations. If Johnston County does not expand its ready-to-use 

product, its success will be limited. 

Many of the surrounding counties have been active in developing their buildings or sites through 

public-private cooperation or through a not-for-profit development entity. Investment in buildings 

and sites requires a patient, multi-year commitment that is often easier if the managing entity 

has some separation from election cycles and political upheaval. Each county has found a way 

to resolve potential conflicts over public competition with private developers, but it will always 

remain a concern. We recommend that the Johnston County Economic Development 

Office explore ways to incent private developers to build speculative buildings and 

prepare sites, while maintaining a means to recoup their public investments. Growth and 

future demand in Johnston seem certain, and a smart approach should protect the public 

investment and spark additional job and tax base growth.  

Many researchers feel that the COVID-19 impacts on the practice of Economic Development 

will be profound. A heightened focus on existing industries and helping to build both efficiencies 

and redundancies in their supply chains will be prioritized. Johnston County has several major 

employers and two industry sectors that can be the foundation for more aggressive attraction 

activities. Success will begin with deeper interactions with the companies. Addressing their 

ongoing workforce needs can open the doors for discussions about supplier networks and 

targeted company recruitment. Bringing suppliers closer can result in existing industry 

expansion, new domestic company investment in Johnston, and increased foreign direct 

investment (FDI). Focusing on import substitution is a good place to start. Even after the 

pandemic has subsided, trade uncertainty will still motivate exploring shortened supply chains. 

We recommend starting with the supply chains for pharmaceuticals and production 

technology and heavy equipment. Both clusters have significant assets across counties near 

Johnston. While recruiting companies from neighboring counties has long been taboo in the 

Research Triangle Region, the creation of Research Triangle Park assumed regional supply 

chains. This broadens the opportunity for Johnston County to be a supplier to companies across 

the region. 

 

 

   


