MEMORANDUM
October 22, 2009
To: 
Rock Hill City Council


Winthrop University Board of Trustees

From: Joint College Town Action Plan Working Group
Subject: Rationale for 2009-2010 College Town Action Plan Initiative

Winthrop University and the City of Rock Hill have been partners for nearly 120 years in two, mirror image goals: the quality growth and development of the University and the quality growth and economic development of Rock Hill.  Over the past 30 years, the world has transitioned from an industrial economy to a knowledge economy (witness the abandoned Bleachery site adjacent to the Winthrop campus). Over those years, the interests of the University and the City have remained closely aligned, while adapting to 21st century trends: to expand the capacity of the University and the City to attract, educate, employ and serve the knowledge workers who are the basis for future economic prosperity. That is why Winthrop and the City almost seven years ago co-funded, with support from other community partners, a Textile Corridor Master Plan. Winthrop since then has fulfilled its Master Plan recommended action steps, completing a “campus crossroads” and securing its main growth corridor without impacting the local tax base by acquiring property formerly under American Legion ownership. Further, a plan for companion private-sector development of the Bleachery was presented to the public in 2007 under the joint auspices of the City of Rock Hill, Winthrop University and a private-sector development partnership. Since then, however, new and unpredicted economic realities have intervened, making fulfillment of the 2007 plan in the near term unlikely. In response, City and Winthrop leadership have discussed how to approach adjusting strategies to continue moving toward fulfillment of shared goals. The basis for that adjustment is the joint College Town Action Plan initiative.
Many images come to mind when one hears the term “college town”.  For college graduates, it is often a nostalgic memory of four years (sometimes more!) of friendships and learning in an educational institution and a community designed and programmed for bright young people.  Places like Chapel Hill, Charlottesville, and Athens come to mind.  For cutting edge businesses, a college town is a place that attracts bright, young talent.  Businesses in search of this talent often locate in or near college towns.  For the “creative class,” a college town is a great place to live and work, with a concentration of other highly educated people, employment opportunities, and arts, culture, entertainment and lifestyle amenities that are particularly important to the current generation of young professionals.  For the educational institution at the heart of a college town, the college town environment is a key to attracting and retaining outstanding students, faculty and staff.  For students, a college town is a place that enriches their educational experience with shopping, dining, entertainment, arts and culture and housing that is designed specifically for a college-age population. For retail, dining and service businesses located in a college town, the campus community can be a gold mine.
Rock Hill and Winthrop only minimally meet this definition of a college town.  Despite the presence of Winthrop University in the center of Old Town, Rock Hill has never developed a strong college town identity.  The perimeter of the campus, where one would expect to find successful businesses catering to the university population, is a hodgepodge of poorly planned commercial strips, abandoned textile mills, older neighborhoods (some with significant transitory student populations) and vacant and underutilized parcels.  Downtown Rock Hill, with its growing assortment of restaurants, arts and entertainment, attracts few students. The Cherry Road corridor immediately adjacent to the campus, another prime opportunity for college town activities, is not developed in a manner that supports the City and Winthrop’s shared goals.
The issue for Rock Hill and Winthrop is more than just aesthetics or creating more fun things for students to do or having a few more businesses that can serve the student population. The presence of Winthrop University in the center of Rock Hill is a fundamental resource for the future growth of the University and the City in the knowledge economy.  For Rock Hill, the creation of a true college town identity provides the opportunity for Rock Hill to succeed in a new era of economic growth.  According to economists, the key to success in the knowledge economy is the ability of communities to attract and retain talented young people.  Classic college towns, like those listed above, have been able to leverage their attractiveness to young talent into dynamic economic development engines.
For Winthrop, its location within a smart, vibrant college town would provide competitive advantages in recruiting the brightest students and faculty, in forming relationships with new- economy businesses, in graduating loyal and charitable alumni who maintain strong ties to the University and to Rock Hill, in serving the educational and cultural needs of a living-working- learning community of knowledge workers, and help the University to fulfill its mission to support the economic growth of South Carolina.
A working group composed of high-level Winthrop and City staff has been collaborating over the past six months to define a renewed partnership for the knowledge economy. Our broad goals include the following.
1. Create a dynamic social, cultural, living and working environment in Old Town Rock Hill that is appealing to college students and young professionals.
2. Create knowledge economy economic development strategies (including public policy initiatives as needed) focused on attracting, educating and employing talented young professionals in the Rock Hill community.
3. Identify resources as well as potential partnerships and collaborations to invest in plans, infrastructure and amenities that support the development of knowledge economy businesses in the vicinity of the Winthrop campus (including Cherry Road and the Textile Corridor).
4. Create social, cultural, transportation and development linkages between the Winthrop campus and downtown Rock Hill that promote and physically represent the interaction between the University and the community.
The result of this collaboration is a joint recommendation to create the College Town Action Plan.  In June, the working group mailed a request for proposals to the best planning and economic development organizations in the United States.  Fifteen teams responded to this request.  Four were short-listed and interviewed.  The working group is unanimously recommending that the team of Ayers Saint Gross and RCLCO be chosen to work with Winthrop, the City and the community to develop an action plan for achieving the goals listed above.  The working group’s recommendation is attached.
BACKGROUND: College Towns and the Knowledge Economy: What the Experts Say
“Knowledge workers are highly mobile, and are tending to be more loyal to their peer communities than to an employer.  This requires that organizations look beyond their own boundaries, and work together to create living, working and learning environments that offer a balanced and fulfilling lifestyle.  One way to accomplish this on a large scale is the development of knowledge cities, in which the information and knowledge architecture is at least as important as, and possibly more important than, the physical architecture…. The key to success is the understanding that an attractive work environment alone is not sufficient to attract, retain and grow an increasingly global, and mobile, knowledge workforce.  A total environment that integrates key elements of living, working and learning is needed.  (Arthur J. Murray and Kent A. Greenes, Abstract to “From the knowledge worker to the knowledge economy: Six billion minds co-creating the future”, www.emeraldinsight.com)

“…the next generation of knowledge workers will be able to leverage their reduced work force numbers to influence where businesses locate or relocate knowledge work.  Unlike previous generations of knowledge workers, who chose where to live based on the availability of job opportunities, the next generation will decide where to work based on where they want to live.  The next generation can, in the words of The Wall Street Journal, “pick a place to live and then find a job.” (Marty Honisch, Margaret Leaf and Rebecca Ryan, Area Development Online, “Where are the Next Cities?”, www.areadevelopment.com, August/September 2009)

“Only a handful of cities had a net in-migration of young knowledge workers, while 90 percent of America’s cities suffered a net loss.  In other words, cities that can attract and retain these highly mobile young knowledge workers will reap economic gains.” (Marty Honisch, Margaret Leaf and Rebecca Ryan, Area Development Online, “Where are the Next Cities?”, www.areadevelopment.com, August/September 2009)
“When people rated their city’s openness to various groups, guess which group came in at the bottom of the list?  …young recent college graduates looking to enter the job market…Young educated folks looking for work.  Nearly 45 percent of survey respondents said that their communities were either “bad” or “very bad” places for recent college graduates while just 7.3 percent said they were “very good.”  (Richard Florida, Who’s Your City?, p. 177)

“The likelihood that one will move peaks at around age twenty-five and then declines steeply…For cities and regions, it means that places that attract young people end up being the winners in the nationwide competition for talent.  This does not bode well for cities and regions that seem to believe that they will be able to reattract young people who have moved away for fun and adventure once they hit their thirties and decide to settle down and start families.  The numbers simply don’t add up.  Places that lose young people will never be able to recoup, since moving slows down with age. The winning places are the ones that establish an edge early on, by attracting residents in their mid-twenties.” (Richard Florida, Who’s Your City?, p. 227)

“So, one place that’s a big draw for recent college graduates is the classic college town. ..Even large cities are increasing their efforts to retain students after graduation: Campus Philly, for example, is a leading effort to match Philadelphia’s more than 90,000 college students with local jobs and improve quality of life in line with their particular needs.” (Richard Florida, Who’s Your City?, p. 242)

“Campus Philly is a 501(c) 3 non-profit organization fueling economic growth by encouraging college students to study, explore, live and work in the Greater Philadelphia tri-state region.” (www.campusphilly.com)

“University cities represent a key engine for our nation’s economic emergence.  But perhaps more importantly, they serve as vibrant centers of livability, built upon partnerships between higher education institutes and civic institutions; between academic researchers and businesses, and between students and the community.” (Michael Scott, “College Towns: High Marks for Lifestyle,” www.newgeography.com, August 27, 2009)
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