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INTRODUCTION

The Southeastern Economic Development Commission (SEDC) had a very successful year
implementing the Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) Action Plan and
supporting economic development efforts in the southeastern North Carolina region. We will
continue to build off our network of regional stakeholders and allies to increase economic
vitality and regional prosperity.

Southeastern Economic Development Commission (SEDC) is designated as an Economic
Development District (EDD) by the U.S. Department of Commerce’s Economic Development
Administration (EDA). The EDD comprises twelve counties in southeastern North Carolina
(Bladen, Brunswick, Columbus, Cumberland, Harnett, Hoke, New Hanover, Pender, Richmond,
Robeson, Sampson, and Scotland counties). The Commission’s Comprehensive Economic
Development Strategy (CEDS) for December 2022 through November 2027 (a five-year strategic
economic development plan) was submitted to the EDA in December 2022. The plan serves as a
roadmap for strategic partners to advance programs, policies, and projects that support
economic development in the southeast region, but also acknowledges limitations. The CEDS
allows communities and organizations to apply for and receive grants and technical assistance
from the EDA for projects that support the six (6) regional priorities.

A Board-appointed Strategy Committee developed the CEDS with input from regional strategic
economic development meetings held throughout the district, public and private stakeholders
and partners, and a staff review of local, regional, and state plans and policies. The Strategy
Committee comprises community leaders, public officials, workforce development board
representatives, higher education institutions, and private sector representatives who are
critical to implementing the CEDS. Community participation and collaboration between the
public and private sectors are the cornerstones of a successful strategy and implementation.
The SEDC staff continues to partner with the district’s three Regional Councils of Governments
(Coq).

Enclosed, you will find the 2025 CEDS Annual Performance Report, which includes an update of
the district’s implementation of the Action Plan that was established as part of the District’s
December 2022 CEDS listing, specific objectives to be achieved within five years, as well as an
Evaluation Framework with strategic partners and an estimated timeframe for completion. The
goals that the Strategy Committee established include: (1) Support strategic and sustainable
growth across the region to attract population to rural communities and manage population
growth in urban areas; (2) Build on competitive advantages while supporting a resilient
business environment; (3) Investment in the connectivity and infrastructure of the region; (4)
Support the vitality of our diverse communities; (5) Develop a sustainable and inclusive
workforce for the future; and (6) Encourage collaborative economic partnerships to improve
innovation and entrepreneurship to support the growth and expansion of the business
community and attract new employers to the region. The plan of action will implement the
goals, objectives, and strategies of the CEDS in a manner that: (a) promotes economic
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development and opportunity; (b) fosters adequate transportation access; (c) enhances and
protects the environment; (d) maximizes effective development and use of the workforce
consistent with any applicable state or local workforce investment strategies; (e) promotes the
use of technology in economic development, including access to high-speed
telecommunications; balances resources through sound management of physical development;
and (f) obtains and utilizes adequate funds and other resources.

This annual CEDS update for December 2025 will quantify our progress, identify any challenges,
update demographic and socio-economic data, provide project updates, and outline the
district's plan of action to help us meet the goals and objectives for this region. The 2025
Annual Performance Report was created by SEDC staff under the guidance of the CEDS
Committee and Economic Development District (EDD) Board of Directors/Executive Committee.
The 2025 Annual Performance Report will be available on the sedcnc.org website for public and
regional stakeholders. The SEDC Board of Directors approved the 2025 CEDS Annual
Performance Report on November 25, 2025.

VISION FOR ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Creating and implementing a CEDS for a region as diverse as the district requires an
understanding of all its economic drivers. As a result of the diverse viewpoints of our CEDS
Strategy Committee, we gained valuable insight into the full range of economic development
activities and ideas in the region. We identified eight key economic clusters that honor the
region's diversity and offer real job creation opportunities. With community support and
continued strategic investments, our economy will grow in Advanced Manufacturing, Food
Processing, value-added Agribusiness, Biotechnology & Life Sciences, Healthcare, Defense,
Tourism, Transportation and Logistics, and Energy. The economic drivers of our economy range
from tourism and residential development in coastal counties to agriculture and related
industries in our more rural counties, to the influence of the military in Cumberland, Hoke, and
Harnett Counties, and to the commercial and residential development spillover in Harnett
County from the Research Triangle. The diversity of our economy allows the region to be less
dependent on any one type of industry, as we have been with the textile industry in recent
decades.

Through the efforts of the CEDS Strategy Committee, a vision for the future of southeastern
North Carolina has been developed:

“To increase economic vitality and regional prosperity by being a globally
competitive, business-friendly region which includes a diverse workforce,
resilient and healthy communities with viable employment opportunities,
lifelong education and training opportunities, sustainable natural resources, an
integrated infrastructure, smart growth, and coordination among economic
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development efforts throughout the region that sustains a high quality of life for
all citizens.”

ECONOMIC RESILIENCE

Economic Resilience is the ability to recover quickly from a shock, withstand it, and avoid it
altogether. The SEDC CEDS includes a prepared framework for economic resiliency that
provides an approach for better preparation for future disasters, including economic,
manmade, and natural disasters, recovering from disasters, and transitioning back to a steady
state. The economy will measure the region’s ability to work toward an agile, steady state, the
number of businesses that survive the shock, and the ability to adapt to the new normal
following a shock and rebuild the economy. The more effort put into the steady state, the more
resilient the regional economy will likely be.

Various economic shock factors vary in severity and impact, including natural disasters,
significant stock market fluctuations, economic downturns, recessions, government shutdowns,
available grant funds, terrorist attacks, and substantial supply fluctuations. The CEDS outlines
pre- and post-shock strategies to build a more resilient economy that can address various
economic shocks.

The 2022 SEDC CEDS plan included strategies related to the COVID-19 pandemic. On March 10,
2020, North Carolina Governor Roy Cooper declared a State of Emergency to coordinate
response and protective actions to prevent the spread of the coronavirus. He soon issued
Executive Order 118, which closed restaurants, bars, dine-in service, and other close-contact
businesses. On March 26, 2020, the White House granted Governor Cooper’s request for a
federal disaster declaration for the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic in North Carolina. The
COVID-19 pandemic created a public health and economic crisis in North Carolina and across
the country. The declaration provided Public Assistance to all 100 counties in North Carolina,
allowing local governments, state agencies, and eligible non-profits to be reimbursed for costs
incurred in responding to the Coronavirus outbreak.

The COVID-19 pandemic is an exogenous economic shock of unprecedented scale and speed,
'like no other.' According to the State of North Carolina’s Communities During the COVID-19
Pandemic Report (May 22, 2020), the most significant challenges and needs shared by
communities included 1) budget impacts to the local government due to the uncertainty about
state sales tax and other expected revenues, pandemic response costs, and more; 2) broadband
access due to existing limitations that have been magnified by increase demand for
teleworking, virtual classrooms, online government, and business transactions; 3) Small
Business Assistance for loans, grants, training, marketing and other support to operation safely
and become more resilient; 4) Amplification of Existing Challenges/Needs like broadband,
ongoing hurricane recovery, limited rural health services, food insecurity, and other challenges
that are more pronounced; and 5) Funding and Technical Assistance for local governments to
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seek funding and technical assistance for infrastructure projects, equipment, training, and other
economic support.

As of Fall 2024, COVID-19 and its variants remain present. However, the overall impact on the
economy and daily life is significantly less. Compared to 2022, and according to the October
2024 edition of the NC Economy Watch, “the economy is still expanding, employers are still
hiring (albeit at a slower pace), and the much-feared recession has yet to rear its ugly head.”
The report goes on to say that debates about whether the economy will slide into a recession
can seem academic and fundamentally disconnected from the day-to-day realities faced by
North Carolinians.

The most recent shock resulted from Tropical Cyclone 8, classified as a Potential Tropical
Cyclone, which impacted Brunswick County, NC, causing widespread flooding due to torrential
rainfall, leading to major road closures, damage to infrastructure, and significant disruption to
communities in areas like Bolivia, Boiling Spring Lakes, Supply, Southport, and Winnabow; with
some regions receiving between 10 and nearly 20 inches of rain within a short period. The
storm hit on September 16, 2024, causing widespread damage to roads, homes, and
businesses. The federal government granted a disaster declaration for four (4) southeastern NC
counties impacted by Potential Tropical Cyclone Eight on Saturday, October 10, 2024, two of
which are in the SEDC Region — Brunswick and New Hanover Counties. The disaster declaration
(FEMA-4837-DR) means that Public Assistance funding will be available from FEMA. Still, there
is an opportunity to seek federal funding for recovery and resiliency projects in communities
that received a federal disaster declaration in 2024. Congress passed a supplemental funding
package for 2024 disasters as part of a continuing resolution in late December 2024, providing
approximately $110 billion in disaster relief to support recent and ongoing recovery efforts. Key
components include funds for FEMA's disaster relief, the Community Development Block Grant-
Disaster Recovery program, agricultural assistance, and repairs to infrastructure like roads,
bridges, and military installations. EDA released a FY 2025 Disaster Supplemental NOFO on June
4, 2025. EDA will award grants in regions experiencing severe economic distress or other
economic harm resulting from hurricanes, wildfires, severe storms and flooding, tornadoes, and
other natural disasters occurring in calendar years 2023 and 2024. This funding opportunity
encourages broad-based local engagement and places special emphasis on projects that involve
private industry in disaster recovery and economic renewal, to ensure the maximum impact of
taxpayer funding supporting these communities. Applicants can choose from three funding
pathways — Readiness, Implementation, or Industry Transformation - based on their recovery
stage, capacity, and long-term development vision. With regional planning and grant-writing
assistance from SEDC, the County of Brunswick applied and was successfully awarded an EDA
Investment of 56,751,000 to support critical water infrastructure and foster economic
recovery and job creation in Brunswick County. This EDA investment supports Brunswick
County in constructing a new 1-million-gallon elevated water tank and a 16-inch waterline
connection to serve the Mid-Atlantic International Rail Park in Bolivia, North Carolina. Once
completed, the improvements will help prevent disruptions to utility stormwater systems,
thereby decreasing the likelihood of severe flooding during future storms, promoting

Southeastern Economic Development Commission \ 707 West Broad Street ® PO Box 921 e Elizabethtown, North Carolina 28337



SEDC COMPREHENSIVE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY (CEDS)
CEDS Annual Performance Progress Report (APPR) - December 1, 2025

resiliency, and strengthening the regional economy. The $9,751,000 project will create 500
jobs and leverage 5650 million in private investment.

REGIONAL DEMOGRAPHIC AND SOCIOECONOMIC DATA
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The twelve-county SEDC region is home to an estimated 1,355,177 residents, according to the
2024 estimates. The population of the twelve-county region grew by an estimated 9 percent
from 2010 to 2020. The SEDC region experienced a 2.85 percent increase in population from
Census 2020 to 2024, while the state’s population increased by 5.81 percent. The population
estimate for the region is 37,567 more people than in 2020. By 2030, the population is
expected to exceed 1.4 million. According to population estimates published by the U.S. Census
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Bureau, North Carolina’s population grew by 165,000 people from July 1, 2023, to July 1, 2024,
the fourth largest population gain in the nation, after Texas, Florida, and California. Since the
2020 Census, North Carolina has added 605,000 people. Most of this increase is attributable to
four counties: Brunswick, Harnett, New Hanover, and Pender. Growth has yet to be consistent
across the region. Brunswick County grew 4.5% between 2023 and 2024, making it the 14th
fastest-growing county in the United States, and the fastest-growing county in the state since
2022. Columbus County had a negative population change of -0.02% from 2023 to 2024, and
Harnett County was the nation’s 72nd-fastest-growing county. Within the SEDC region, Bladen
County has experienced the most significant population decline since 2020, losing more than
10% of its residents. In contrast, Brunswick County has seen the largest population growth,
increasing by over 21% during the same period.

Seven counties in North Carolina, Cumberland, Halifax, Watauga, Richmond, Hertford, Hyde,
Tyrrell, experienced net out-migration. Of these, only one county experienced population
growth between 2022 and 2023 — Cumberland County. Cumberland was the only county to
experience population growth from natural increase (more births than deaths) rather than net
in-migration. The number of people moving to North Carolina far exceeds those leaving, with
an estimated net gain of 573,000 people due to net migration since April 1, 2020, with
international migration accounting for almost half (46%) of all net migration to North Carolina
in 2024, with a net gain of 70,000 people from abroad.

SEDC Region Population
Increased by 2.85%

1,317,610

1,290,000 1,300,000 1,310,000 1,320,000 1,330,000 1,340,000 1,350,000 1,360,000

2024 Estimates m 2020 Census
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Distress Criteria

Section 301(a) of the Public Works and Economic Development Act (PWEDA) of 1965 (42 U.S.C.
3161 (a)) describes economic development distress criteria and thresholds that qualify areas for
assistance through selected EDA programs and for other purposes. To receive EDA Investment
Assistance, the applicant must be eligible and located in a region where the project will be
located that meets the economic distress criteria included in the appendix or has “significant
direct benefit” to geographic areas within the EDD that meet the distress criteria. EDA
evaluates all applications to determine if the project responds to at least one of the current
administration’s stated investment priorities.

The 12-county region served by the Southeastern Economic Development Commission (SEDC)
faces significant economic distress characterized by persistent poverty, low median household
incomes, and challenges with workforce development and infrastructure.

Key Indicators of Distress in the SEDC Region

e Persistent Poverty and Low Income: Scotland and Robeson counties, part of the SEDC
region, consistently rank among North Carolina's most distressed, with poverty rates
exceeding 24%. Median household incomes in the area are often significantly lower
than the state average.

e High Unemployment and Underemployment: Many counties have struggled with
higher-than-average unemployment rates for decades. While key industries like health
care and manufacturing provide jobs, a significant portion of the workforce is employed
in low-wage sectors such as food services and retail.

e Infrastructure Deficiencies: The region faces ongoing needs for improved water and
sewer infrastructure, reliable high-speed internet access (broadband), and
transportation systems to support economic growth and development.

e Educational Attainment Gaps: There are disparities in educational attainment, with a
lower percentage of adults obtaining bachelor's degrees compared to state averages in
some of the most distressed areas, which limits economic opportunities.

e Disaster Vulnerability: The area is prone to natural disasters like hurricanes and
flooding. The economic impacts of these events exacerbate existing challenges, and the
SEDC has focused on disaster recovery and building resiliency strategies.

e Housing and Health Disparities: Rural communities in the region often have worse
health outcomes and higher rates of housing cost burdens due to a combination of low
incomes and a lack of affordable housing.

State incentive programs, such as North Carolina's Tier system for ranking county economic
well-being, have faced criticism for failing to move the most disadvantaged communities
forward, as many remain "stuck" in the most distressed tier. The SEDC works to address these
issues by assisting local governments in securing federal funding for infrastructure and
community development projects to stimulate economic growth and improve residents' quality
of life.
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CHALLENGES IN THE REGION

The 12-county region of the Southeastern Economic Development Commission (SEDC) faces
multifaceted economic development challenges, including persistent poverty, workforce issues,
and critical infrastructure deficits.

Economic Challenges

Persistent Poverty and Low Income: The region struggles with some of North Carolina's
highest poverty rates. Counties like Scotland and Robeson have poverty rates close to
30%, significantly higher than the state average. Median household incomes in many of
these counties are also substantially lower than the state's median.

Workforce and Labor Market Issues:

o Skilled Worker Shortages: Despite overall job growth in some sectors, there's a
significant gap in the availability of skilled workers for advanced manufacturing
and technology jobs.

o Talent Attraction/Retention: The region faces difficulties in attracting and
retaining young, skilled workers, who often move to more prosperous urban
areas.

o Underemployment and Low Wages: A large percentage of the workforce is
employed in low-wage industries such as food services and retail.

o Labor Force Participation: Some counties in the region have lower labor force
participation rates compared to the state average.

Inadequate Infrastructure: The region has significant infrastructure needs that hinder
economic growth and resiliency.

o Water and Sewer Systems: Many communities require expansion and upgrades
to their basic water and sewer infrastructure to support new development and
recover from disasters.

o Broadband Access: There is a persistent lack of adequate broadband internet
and cellular services in many rural areas, creating a digital divide that impacts
business and education.

o Transportation: Inadequate public transportation and road networks are
challenges, with a need for improved regional transportation systems and transit
services.

Limited Access to Capital and Business Development: Businesses in the region often
face challenges accessing capital for expansion. Additionally, a lack of robust
entrepreneurial ecosystems can stifle the creation of new startups.

Housing Affordability and Availability: Contrary to popular belief, rapid population
growth in some parts of the region has created housing demand that outpaces supply,
leading to affordability challenges for the existing workforce and potential new
residents.

Disaster Vulnerability: The region's susceptibility to hurricanes and flooding creates
substantial economic and physical risks. The lack of disaster-resilient infrastructure
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means that natural disasters can cause long-lasting damage and hinder recovery efforts,
sometimes forcing residents and businesses to relocate permanently.

The SEDC, through the Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS), works to
address these challenges by coordinating regional planning and securing federal funding to
build capacity and guide the region's economic prosperity and resiliency.

In Columbus County, flooding is a severe and persistent challenge, particularly in the towns of
Chadbourn and Whiteville. This is due to a combination of geography, past development
decisions, and increased rainfall from nor'easters and hurricanes.

City of Whiteville, Photo by Reyna Crooms

Whiteville was built on and around a swampy area, and past development filled in parts of the
swamp. These low-lying areas now have nowhere for the water to go during heavy rain.
Runoff from Chadbourn flows downstream into Whiteville via tributaries to Soules Swamp, a
drainage system that is overburdened by heavy rainfall and choked by development.

Lack of maintenance for the drainage system, including the old railroad bed between
Chadbourn and Whiteville, further exacerbates the problem by preventing upstream
stormwater from spreading out naturally.

In October 2025, a nor'easter caused significant flooding throughout Columbus County,
overwhelming stormwater systems in Chadbourn and Whiteville and prompting water rescues
and road closures. While Chadbourn's drainage fixes reportedly helped move water out of the
town, much of that water contributed to the severe flooding that occurred in downtown

Southeastern Economic Development Commission | 707 West Broad Street ® PO Box 921  Elizabethtown, North Carolina 28337

10



SEDC COMPREHENSIVE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY (CEDS)

CEDS Annual Performance Progress Report (APPR) - December 1, 2025

Whiteville. Historically, major hurricanes such as Matthew and Florence have also caused
devastating flooding in the area. Flooding repeatedly disrupts businesses, especially in
downtown Whiteville, where multiple businesses and homes have been submerged. The
constant threat of flooding can depress property values and make it difficult to attract new
investment, hindering economic development. City officials in Whiteville have acknowledged

the challenges and are exploring options, including long-term and multi-million-dollar projects.
Potential solutions include dredging the swamp and acquiring flood-prone properties. Short-
term strategies include a dedicated stormwater crew in Whiteville to maintain the drainage
system.

OPPORTUNITY ZONES

Opportunity Zones are an economic development tool that allows people to invest in distressed
areas in the United States. Their purpose is to spur economic growth and job creation in low-
income communities while providing tax benefits to investors. Opportunity Zones were created
under the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017 (Public Law No. 115-97). Thousands of low-income
communities in all 50 states, the District of Columbia, and five U.S. territories are designated as
Qualified Opportunity Zones.

The Opportunity Zones program provides investors with a tax incentive to re-invest their
unrealized capital gains in “Opportunity Funds” that are specifically designed to invest in
Opportunity Zones. Opportunity Zones are established according to specific criteria. In addition
to being designated by the Governor, these zones must be in qualified census tracts that meet
the required poverty and economic distress thresholds. There are currently 252 tracts in NC
that represent:

e Atotal population of over 1.1 million people

e Nearly 45,000 families with children in poverty

e QOver 50,000 business establishments

e Over $580 million in received public and private investments over the past 5 years.

Under the current administration, the Opportunity Zone program was permanently extended in
July 2025 under the “One Big Beautiful Bill Act” (OBBBA). The program, previously set to expire
for new investments at the end of 2026, is now a permanent part of the federal tax code. There
is a new investment framework for investments made after December 31, 2026, that includes a
permanent 10% basis step-up after a five-year holding period — meaning that capital gains
invested after December 31, 2026, will have a rolling deferral period, after which the deferred
gain will be recognized and taxed.

However, there is a new focus on rural investment. The OBBBA introduces a Qualified Rural

Opportunity Fund (QROF) with enhanced benefits, including a 30% basis-step-up after 5 years
and a reduced substantial improvement threshold to encourage investment in rural areas.
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The SEDC region contains multiple opportunity zones, at least one in each county. The following
figure shows a map of the opportunity zones in the SEDC region.

OPPORTUNITY ZONES IN THE SOUTHEAST REGION

A 4

PLAN OF ACTION

The Southeastern Economic Development Commission created the Comprehensive Economic
Development Strategy (CEDS) document as part of a region-wide effort to assess, define, and
accomplish the region's economic development goals. In turn, the CEDS serves as a guide for
regional economic development efforts by outlining the overarching goals, objectives, and
strategies formulated through regional visioning meetings, SWOT analyses, previous CEDS
plans, one-on-one discussions with stakeholders, and the review of other local and regional
strategic plans. The Action Plan aligns with the NC Tomorrow statewide plan that identified
regional and statewide strategies for resilient economic and community development.

The plan of action will implement the goals, objectives, and strategies of the CEDS in a manner
that:
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Promotes economic development and opportunity.

fosters effective transportation access.

enhances and protects the environment.

maximizes effective development and use of the workforce consistent with any

applicable state or local workforce investment strategies.

e. promotes the use of technology in economic development, including access to high-
speed telecommunications; balances resources through sound management of physical
development; and

f. obtains and utilizes adequate funds and other resources.

o0 oo

The Action Plan will implement the goals, objectives, and strategies formulated through the
regional visioning meetings.

The SEDC Economic Development District (EDD) focuses on all goals and strategies identified by
the Strategy Committee and other local economic development strategies aimed at sustainable
job creation and private investment. The district works closely with the region's public and
private allies and strategic partners to achieve sustainable economic advancement in
southeastern North Carolina. The action plan includes a wide range of activity types to fulfill the
aspirations of the region’s stakeholders.

The evaluation framework outlined a list of performance measures, including milestones and
metrics, strategic partners, and implementation timeframes, as well as the strategies
formulated to achieve the goals and objectives. The success of this plan of action can only be
accomplished by the coordinated efforts of all the economic development stakeholders in the
region, including the local governments, SEDC, local developers, regional council of
governments, public utilities, private sector, The Southeastern Partnership, Inc., EDA University
Center at Fayetteville State University, Economic Development Partnership of North Carolina,
and the North Carolina Department of Commerce.

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

The SEDC CEDS Committee developed the following goals and objectives based on the 2022-
2027 CEDS Plan visioning sessions, summary background, and SWOT analysis. The goals and
objectives were intended to serve as a strategic framework for public and private decision-
making and as a basis for the action plan's focus.

Goal 1: Support strategic and sustainable growth across the region to attract
population to rural communities and manage population growth in urban

dareas.

Goal 2: Build on competitive advantages while supporting a resilient business
environment.
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Goal 3: Investment in the connectivity and infrastructure of the region.
Goal 4: Support the vitality of our diverse communities.
Goal 5: Develop a sustainable and inclusive workforce for the future

Goal 6: Encourage collaborative economic partnerships to promote innovation and
entrepreneurship to support the growth and expansion of the business
community and attract new employers to the region.

Many objectives supporting the goals outlined in the CEDS have been achieved since December
1, 2022. While the Southeastern Economic Development Commission (SEDC) plays a central
role in coordinating the Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS), achieving the
region's goals requires a collaborative effort from a wide range of stakeholders using a regional
approach.

Here are examples of how various partners are working together to achieve the CEDS objectives
since December 1, 2022:

1. Workforce Development & Education Partners: Community colleges, universities, and
workforce development boards are crucial stakeholders. For example, local community
colleges in the region are working with employers like MST Rebar Inc. and VectorTex
USA, LLC in Bladen County to develop the specific training programs needed for new
jobs.

2. State and Federal Government (e.g., NCDEQ, NCDOT, EDA): These agencies provide the
critical funding and policy support. The NCDOT, for instance, funded millions in road
improvements in Pender County and resurfacing in Robeson County, which supports the
CEDS infrastructure and resilience goals. The EDA provides grants that the SEDC helps
local governments apply for.

3. Private Businesses: Companies are the primary drivers of job creation and investment.
Amazon Web Services' $10 billion investment in Richmond County and Cold-Link
Logistics' expansion in Robeson County are key examples of private-sector action that
align with CEDS goals for business expansion and job growth.

4. Local Governments: City and county governments implement local ordinances, provide
tax incentives, and manage infrastructure projects. The city of Lumberton's use of a
grant to upgrade the electrical grid for an industrial park is a local government objective
that aligns with the regional strategy.

5. Non-Profits and Community Organizations: These groups often address quality of life
and housing issues. Initiatives like New Hanover County's Workforce Housing Program, 14
while led by the county, rely on community partnerships to create needed housing units
that support workforce retention goals.
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The success of the CEDS hinges on this integrated, multi-stakeholder approach. The SEDC acts
as a facilitator and planner, ensuring that the individual actions of these stakeholders align with
the broader regional vision for a more resilient and prosperous southeastern North Carolina.
Only some of these objectives are undertaken by SEDC. Many stakeholders take a regional
approach to move the needle on regional growth and implement action items identified in the
CEDS.

The goals of the SEDC’s CEDS are designed to be interconnected and mutually supportive,
creating a synergistic effect that tackles the region’s challenges in an integrated manner. This
approach is what makes it a powerful tool for addressing the persistent, multifaceted economic
development challenges the 12-county region faces. By implementing the CEDS, the SEDC, and
other stakeholders and allies, ensure that efforts in one area amplify the results in others:

1. A skilled workforce attracts new businesses, which in turn necessitates better
infrastructure (e.g., broadband, transportation) for both workers and companies.

2. Better infrastructure makes the region more attractive to businesses and
supports educational opportunities for workforce development. Resilient
infrastructure protects these investments during disasters.

3. New and expanding businesses create demand for a skilled workforce and
improved infrastructure, spurring investment and job growth.

4. Building resilient infrastructure reduces the economic shock of natural disasters,
ensuring business continuity and a stable environment for workforce retention.

5. Improved quality of life (better housing, healthcare, amenities) helps attract and
retain a skilled workforce and business investment, which relies on solid
infrastructure and a stable economy.

This synergistic effect is why implementing a comprehensive strategy is more effective than
tackling each problem in isolation. It creates a positive development that builds capacity,
attracts investment, and coordinates for a more resilient and prosperous future for the region.

IMPLEMENTATION

The CEDS ensures that progress in one area creates a positive NOR;H'CARMS
ripple effect in others, leading to comprehensive, sustainable S@UTHEAST
economic growth for the 12-county region.

Milestones were reached through the implementation of the
action plan, which includes the completion of regional
comprehensive marketing plans and the inventory of vacant and
industrial buildings by The Southeastern Partnership, also known as
North Carolina’s Southeast (NCSE), under Goal 2: Build on
competitive advantages while supporting a resilient business
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environment. The Southeastern Partnership serves 11 of 12 counties in the EDD. The NCSE
maintains an interactive database of vacant and industrial buildings on its website,
www.ncse.org, for potential reuse. A 2024-2027 Strategic Plan includes strategies to market the
NCSE region and deploy a vibrant regional brand. The EDD collaborates with the NCSE to foster
sustainable growth and prosperity for the area. The Executive Director of the EDD is an active
member of the NCSE's board. The NCSE recognizes that the region's challenges and

opportunities require a unified approach. “By working together, sharing ideas, and
leveraging collective strengths, the region can amplify its impact and create a

more resilient and competitive economy.” (NCSE 2024-2027 Strategic Plan) Their
strategy plan is not merely a roadmap but a commitment to collaborative action. This is an
approach that the EDD has undertaken with many partners across the region.

Providing infrastructure services to meet the needs of businesses, households, and other users
is a significant challenge in economic development. The region has completed several high-
priority, regionally and locally substantial infrastructure projects outlined in the objectives of
Goal 3: Investment in the region's connectivity and infrastructure. Four projects received
funding from the U.S. Economic Development Administration (EDA). Three of which were
completed in 2023 and 2024, and one that was awarded in September 2025.

abor City Bus. Incubator ‘Bladenboro Town Square Fair Bluff Uptown
Complete'December2023

Completed March 2024

Completed June 2024

Two EDA investments were made after Hurricanes Matthew and Florence pummeled Bladen
and Columbus County. The Towns of Bladenboro and Fair Bluff rebuilt downtown districts on
higher ground above the floodplain using federal, state, and local funding. Both downtown
districts were devastated by flood waters during Hurricane Matthew in 2016 and Hurricane
Florence in 2018. In August 2024, widespread heavy rain fell across southeastern NC as Tropical
Storm Debby moved across the region, with totals ranging from 10-15 inches between 1-95 and
the coast of North Carolina. Tropical Storm Debby was a slow and relentless test for both
investments. Both towns experienced flooding during the storm, but Tropical Storm Debby
showed that investing in building on higher ground was worth it. Bladenboro Town Square
stayed completely dry, even as other businesses flooded a few steps away. The new Uptown
Fair Bluff in Columbus County, just 25 miles southwest of Bladenboro, also stayed dry.
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Developing new downtown districts in more flood-resistant areas is a considerable investment
and undertaking. Still, for hurricane-battered towns in this region, local officials say it’s
necessary for the long-term success of business districts that often serve as the heart of the
community.

The Bladenboro Town Square 13,000-square-foot business center, which opened off Main
Street in downtown Bladenboro in early 2024, has enhanced the town’s aesthetics and fostered
economic growth and community engagement. The new town square is designed to house
small businesses, creating a hub for commercial activity that residents and visitors can access.
Seven (7) businesses currently occupy the complex, with many others on the waitlist. The
project was part of a larger, coordinated effort to improve infrastructure, such as sewer lines,
which is essential for supporting future growth and development. The EDA investment was the
first phase of a three-phase revitalization and resiliency project for the Town of Bladenboro. It
was a collaborative effort between the town, the county, and local non-profit organizations,
which is crucial for a town with limited resources. The project’s success is built on the
community’s determination to rebuild and create a more vibrant future. The Bladenboro
Uptown Project is a model for other communities because it shows how to revitalize a declining
downtown by combining a public-private partnership, utilizing federal and local funding, and
creatively leveraging a town's unique history to foster community pride and economic activity —
not only survive but thrive. The project demonstrates that even communities facing economic
challenges and resource limitations can succeed by creating new downtown spaces that
support small businesses, such as the new town square, and by building on existing local assets
to attract visitors and new residents.

The Town of Fair Bluff’'s new 25,000-square-foot, two-story Uptown business center, completed
in 2024, has space for 16 businesses and welcomed its first nine tenants in 2024. The town
constructed the facility fronting Main Street to serve as a commerce hub after hurricanes
Matthew and Florence destroyed the downtown business district. Creating a new downtown
district from scratch in a more flood-resistant area is expensive. The business center in Uptown
Fair Bluff was funded using $2 million in state funds and $4.8 million in EDA funding for
construction of the building and its connection to water, wastewater, electric utilities, and
other critical infrastructure to catalyze redevelopment, promote resiliency, strengthen the
economy, support private capital investment, and create jobs in a designated Opportunity
Zone.

The Town of Tabor City renovated a historic building to serve as a business incubator to support
regional business growth. EDA invested $800,000 in the project to help the region recover from
damage caused by Hurricanes Matthew and Florence, which caused significant business
disruption and loss. There is no available space left in Tabor City for new business
opportunities. The remedy was to convert the long-vacant building into a business incubator,
where businesses and industries can take root and grow. The new incubator will support local
disaster resilience efforts by helping new companies develop and providing them with the tools
they need to grow and thrive. The first phase of the long-term project was completed in
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December 2023. In July 2024, the Town was awarded $496,000 to complete the second phase
of the Tabor City Business Incubator project. In October 2024, Preservation North Carolina
awarded Tabor City the Gertrude S. Carraway Award of Merit for its efforts to preserve the
historic architecture of the Heilig-Meyers building while renovating it into a business incubator.
This is an example of how strategic investments in community infrastructure and economic
development can lead to widespread benefits for the community.

In September 2025, Brunswick County received a $6,751,000 EDA grant to support economic
recovery efforts following a major disaster declaration in 2024. Historic rainfall occurred in the
Cape Fear Region of southeastern North Carolina on September 16, 2024. More than 12 to 20
inches of rain fell in only two days, creating severe flash flooding in Brunswick and New
Hanover Counties. Although this system never became a named tropical system, the observed
weather was similar to that of past tropical storms and hurricanes — strong winds, heavy rain,
and flooding. The counties of Brunswick and New Hanover were granted a federal disaster
declaration following the impacts of Potential Tropical Cyclone Eight.

The EDA investment will help construct a 1,000,000-gallon elevated water storage tank to
support industrial development at the Mid-Atlantic Industrial Rail Park (MAIRP) by improving
water storage and system capacity for an India-based company planning a 500-job facility in the
MAIRP and future customers. Epsilon Advanced Manufacturing, Inc., a global provider of
synthetic graphite used in electric vehicle batteries, will build its first manufacturing facility in
Brunswick County. The company will invest $650 million at the MAIRP.

The Southeast Crescent Regional Commission (SCRC) awarded more than $1.9 million in
grants from the inaugural State Economic and Infrastructure Development (SEID) program to
four projects in the SEDC region. The Southeast Crescent Regional Commission (SCRC) is a
federal-state partnership authorized by the 2008 Farm Bill to promote and encourage economic
development in Alabama, Georgia, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Virginia, and all
of Florida. SCRC invests in projects that support basic infrastructure, business development,
natural resources, and workforce/labor development. SCRC’s mission is to help create jobs,
build communities, and improve the lives of those who reside in the 428 counties of the seven-
state region.

In addition to EDA funding to develop the SEDC CEDS, the SEDC received funding in 2024 and
2025 to serve as a Local Development District (LDD) for the SCRC. The SEDC assisted with
outreach and capacity building, project and application development, grant writing, and
technical assistance to support applications to the SCRC. Four (4) projects in Columbus,
Robeson, and Scotland Counties were funded in 2024, with applications totaling more than $4.7
million still under review for 2025 from ten (10) communities in the region.
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2024 SCRC SEID GRANT RECIPIENT IN THE SEDC REGION

Lumberton LS#21 Resiliency Upgrade (Robeson County)

The City of Lumberton will receive $440,000 for the elevation and flood-proofing of the LS#21
sewer lift station. This project aims to prevent disruptions to sewer operations during flood
events, mitigate the risk of untreated sewage entering the Lumber River, and support industrial
and economic stability in the area.

Water System Rehabilitation - Columbus County

Columbus County will receive $500,000 for upgrading the Riegelwood Subdivision's aging water
distribution system. This project involves replacing Asbestos Cement (AC) water mains with PVC
mains, upgrading infrastructure, and installing AMI-capable meters for 175 residential
connections to ensure a safe, sustainable, and clean drinking water supply.

Project Waco - Laurinburg Maxton Airport Commission (Scotland County)

The Laurinburg Maxton Airport Commission will receive $500,000 for the rehabilitation and
enhancement of the sewer collection system. This project aims to reduce inflow and infiltration,
preserve wastewater treatment capacity, support existing industries, and attract new
businesses to stimulate job creation.

Town of Tabor City: Tabor City Business Incubator (Columbus County)

The Town of Tabor City has been awarded $496,000 for the Tabor City Business Incubator
project, aimed at revitalizing its Central Business District (CBD). This initiative will provide
incubator space for start-up businesses, stimulate private investment, and create new job
opportunities in the area. The project aligns with efforts to promote economic growth and
support local entrepreneurship in Tabor City.

EVALUATION FRAMEWORK

Implementing the Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) is crucial for the
SEDC region because it provides a structured framework for addressing complex,
interconnected challenges like poverty, inadequate infrastructure, disaster vulnerability, and
workforce development. A CEDS is more than just a plan; it is a collaborative process that
engages diverse stakeholders to build regional capacity and guide economic resilience and
prosperity. It is of utmost importance that the SEDC EDD be able to measure performance to
evaluate the successful implementation and development of the CEDS in the region. The
guantitative and qualitative measures were established to objectively assess progress toward
the goals identified by the CEDS Committee for the area. The following measures are reviewed
annually during a CEDS Update.
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Specific Measurable Targets

The measurable outcomes below will be the direct and indirect results of implementing the

overall CEDS.

1. New Jobs. 2,750 New jobs created in the region by November 2027

a.

Since December 1, 2022, nineteen (19) companies have expanded or located in
the region, creating over 2864 new jobs and leveraging over $2.6 billion in total
capital private investment. This was achieved through the cooperation of the NC
Department of Commerce (NCDOC), The Economic Development Partnership of
North Carolina (EDPNC), SEDC, The Southeastern Partnership Inc., local
developers, municipal and county governments, and various other allies.

2. Number and types of investments undertaken in the region by November 2027. 30
Infrastructure investments, 10 Facility investments, and 6 Technical Assistance
investments.

a.

Since December 1, 2022, there have been eight (8) investments undertaken in
the region — Seven (7) Infrastructure investments and one (1) Technical
Assistance. These numbers only include EDA and SCRC investments in the area.
Many other infrastructure investments were made in the region by the USDA
Rural Development, CDBG-Infrastructure, Golden LEAF Foundation Disaster
Recovery, NC Division of Water Infrastructure, and NC Office of Recovery and
Resiliency.

3. Retained Jobs. 1,000 jobs were retained in the region by November 2027.

4. Private Sector Investment. $275,000,000 in private sector investment in the region by
November 2027.

a.

Over $2,627,800,000 in total capital private investment has been announced by
companies in the region since December 1, 2022. This was achieved through the
cooperation of the NC Department of Commerce (NCDOC), the Economic
Development Partnership of North Carolina (EDPNC), SEDC, The Southeastern
Partnership Inc., local developers, municipal and county governments, and
various other allies.

5. Changes in the economic environment of the region.

a.

Changes in the economic environment of the region is an ongoing process.
Changes can only be achieved by implementing the CEDS goals and objectives,
resulting from the EDD, local governments, local developers, the private sector,
State Commerce, EDPNC, and the Southeastern Partnership working together to
create jobs and investment. Industry clusters have been identified that best
aligned with the region's workforce training and resources. Targeting companies
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within those industry clusters will create new, better-paying jobs and spur
private investment.

Jobs and private investment will remain critical evaluation factors for the CEDS implementation.
Nonetheless, employment and private investment only tell part of the story about the impact of
the EDD and implementation of CEDS. The process is ongoing and accumulative. The district has
successfully implemented CEDS as a working document.

Since December 1, 2022, several new jobs and investments have been announced across the
twelve (12) counties of the Southeastern Economic Development Commission. The following
notable projects represent only a part of the region's total economic development activity.

Bladen County

e VectorTex USA, LLC: In November 2025, announced a $6 million investment to establish
its first North American manufacturing facility in Elizabethtown, creating 44 new jobs.

e MST Rebar Inc.: In October 2025, the company announced an investment of over $15.5
million and the creation of 83 new manufacturing jobs in Bladenboro.

Brunswick County

e Transportation Plan: The Brunswick County Comprehensive Transportation Plan was
adopted in 2024, outlining needs for the next 25-30 years.

e US MgO: In April 2025, it was announced that the company will build a new
manufacturing facility in Brunswick County, creating at least 35 new jobs and $5 million
in new investments.

o Dredging Operations: occurring in and around the mouth of the Cape Fear River in the
Smith Island Channel and Baldhead Shoal Reaches in late 2025 through February 2026.
Dredged materials will be pumped to beach placement areas on Caswell and Oak Island
Beaches.

Columbus County

e Barrier Fencing Supply: In February 2025, announced a $15 million investment to
establish a headquarters and manufacturing center, creating 151 jobs.

e Border Belt Region Investment: Included in the total of over $255 million in economic
investment and 1,115 jobs since 2022 in the Border Belt region.

e RIA Building Reuse Program: A $450,000 grant will help support the reuse of a 220,000-
square-foot building in Chadbourn. The building will be occupied by Barrier Fencing

Supply Company, a distributor and wholesaler of fencing material, gates, hardware, and
accessories.

¢ RIA Building Reuse Program: A $390,000 grant will help reuse a 19,000-square-foot
building in Whiteville for Provalus, as it opens another office for IT outsourcing and
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talent development. The company will create 60 new jobs with a private investment of
$1,724,000.

Cumberland County

e American Titanium Metal: In July 2024, announced a new manufacturing facility
in Fayetteville, creating 304 jobs.

e Dome Manufacturer: In March 2025, announced a new manufacturing facility in
Fayetteville with a $4.6 million investment, creating 72 jobs.

e Broadband Expansion: Received a portion of $31 million in federal funding to expand
high-speed internet to 496 households and businesses in the County.

e Transportation: Construction is ongoing for the Fayetteville Outer Loop (I-295), which
includes interstate connections and widening projects.

Harnett County

e Harnett 95 Industrial Center: In September 2025, the County broke ground on a
175,500-square-foot industrial building planned for completion in summer 2026, part of
a push to create 1,000 jobs by 2030.

e Golden LEAF Funding: Received $547,885 to support industrial development.

e Education: Has several school construction and renovation projects approved.

Hoke County

e Pennsylvania Transformer Technology (PTT) LLC: In February 2025, announced a $102.5
million expansion in Raeford, creating 217 jobs.

e Grant for sewer infrastructure: received a $1.4 million Industrial Development Fund -
Utility Account grant to extend sewer infrastructure at the Regional Industrial Park to
support the PTT LLC expansion.

New Hanover County

e Wilmington Metro Area Job Growth: Experienced significant job growth since 2022,
adding over 18,000 positions, with much development in the healthcare sector.

e Live Oak Bank: In September 2022, announced a $25 million expansion in Wilmington,
creating 204 jobs. While this predates December 1, 2022, it was part of a broader
investment trend.

e Protocase, Inc., and its subsidiary, 45Drives: plan to scale up to full production in 2025
and will create over 500 jobs in Wilmington.

e Workforce Housing Program: While direct job announcements were not found for the 22
requested period, the county has invested $9 million in its Workforce Housing Services
program since 2022, supporting the creation of 664 units of workforce housing. It is also
working to extend water and sewer infrastructure in unincorporated areas.
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e Cape Fear River Dredging: A project to deepen the Cape Fear River channel is in
development, though not yet funded.

Pender County

e Amazon Facilities: In November 2025, announced two new facilities in Pender
Commerce Park: a robotics fulfillment center creating approximately 1,000 jobs and a
delivery station creating 100 jobs.

e Water Quality: Received a $1.4 million grant from the North Carolina Department of
Environmental Quality (NCDEQ) for a water filtration project.

e Resilience Planning: The County was awarded an $85,000 grant for risk assessment and
long-term resilience planning.

e Stormwater Management: The Town of Burgaw received a $181,687 grant to construct
a rain garden as a nature-based solution designed to mitigate flooding.

e Transportation: $4.6 million contract from NCDOT for road improvements to improve
safety, efficiency, and connectivity across the county.

e Transportation: The County and East Coast Greenway Alliance received $177,200 for a
multi-use path (MUP) to support active transportation and recreational opportunities.

Richmond County

e Amazon Web Services (AWS): Announced a $10 billion investment for a new data
center campus in the Hamlet-Rockingham area, expected to create at least 500 new
high-skilled, high-paying jobs over five years.

e Expansions: American Woodmark, Impact Plastics, and Direct Pack also announced
expansions in 2022, collectively adding over 200 jobs.

¢ RIA Building Reuse Program: $450,000 grant awarded to support the expansion of a
building currently occupied by American Woodmark Corporation in Hamlet, creating 131
jobs, and leveraging private investment of $9,267,531.

Robeson County

e Cold-Link Logistics: In February 2025, announced a new 233,000-square-foot cold
storage warehouse in Lumberton with a $85.5 million investment, creating 123 jobs.

e Additional Projects: In early 2024, Zurn/Elkay Manufacturing, Champion Home Builders,
and Repac Foam had projects underway, collectively yielding about 650 jobs and over
S600 million in investment.

e Grant for industrial park: The city of Lumberton received a $825,000 RIA Industrial
Development Fund — Utility Account grant to relocate electrical circuits in the Southeast
Crossroad Industrial Park to support the Cold-Link Logistics project.

e Transportation: In June 2025, the North Carolina Department of Transportation
(NCDOT) announced an $18.7 million investment for resurfacing U.S. 74 and performing
bridge maintenance.
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e Campbell Soup: Investing up to $150 million to expand its facility in Maxton, adding 100
new workers. ($1,250,000 Golden LEAF to support infrastructure; and $248,000 in
“training dollars” through the NC Community College System’s customized training
program.

e Grant for industrial park: The city of Lumberton also received an $825,000 grant to
relocate electrical circuits in the Southeast Crossroad Industrial Park to support the
Cold-Link Logistics project.

Sampson County

e DuBose Steel: In February 2023, received a $120,000 Building Reuse Program grant to
support the renovation of a 400,000-square-foot building in Roseboro, creating 15 jobs,
and leveraging $540,000 in private investment.

e RIA Building Reuse: The City of Clinton received a $180,000 Building Reuse Program to
support a project involving Phinite, Inc., to support the reuse of a 28,393-square-foot
building. Phinite is an “ag robotics company” that has developed a system to
manufacture fertilizer from manure. The project is expected to create 23 new jobs and
involves an accompanying private investment of over $1.3 million.

Scotland County

e Bailey Manufacturing Company (BMC): In April 2025, it announced an investment of
over $4.3 million in a new production facility in Laurinburg, creating 35 new jobs.

e 127 Main Street Project: A grant from the Rural Infrastructure Authority will support the
renovation of a building in Laurinburg to create a restaurant and event space.

o Shell Building: In August 2024, the Golden LEAF Foundation awarded a $1.3 million
grant to the County to construct a 30,000-square-foot building in the SCEDC Incubator
Park.

o State Appropriation: A $83.2 million nonrecurring fund was approved for the 2025-2026

fiscal year, with the majority directed toward a new courthouse and jail facility.

SUMMARY

The Southeastern Economic Development Commission Economic Development District will

continue to focus on all goals and objectives identified by the Strategy Committee and other

local economic development strategies aimed at sustainable job creation and private

investment. The district continues to work closely with public and private allies and partners in 24
the region to advance sustainable economic development in southeastern North Carolina.
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When projects are funded to extend sewer infrastructure to an industrial park, it’s not just pipe
in the ground. It enables a company (like Pennsylvania Transformer Technology in Hoke County)
to expand, which, in turn, creates demand for a skilled local workforce. The availability of that
workforce makes the infrastructure investment more valuable. By implementing the CEDS
strategies for disaster recovery and resilience, such as building new business centers in flood-
prone areas like Fair Bluff, the businesses weather storms and reopen faster. This stability
encourages long-term investment, as companies see the region as a reliable place to operate.

Projects that improve quality of life, such as Pender County’s new multi-use paths or Brunswick
County’s workforce house program, make the region more attractive to families and
professionals. This improves the talent pool for employers, reduces worker turnover, and
creates a more vibrant, investable community overall.

Our region continues to face many challenges — we are a large, geographically diverse region
with unique cultural and racial diversity, as well as significant financial well-being diversity. Our
area includes some of the State’s poorest and wealthiest counties. Education attainment levels
vary, and we have been a region that has historically relied on significant manufacturing
investments to provide our jobs and income. The manufacturing sector of our local economy
has suffered a severe downturn in the past. However, this sector remains a large part of our
economic base. Several smaller manufacturers have grown and sustained themselves through
innovation, technology, sound business planning, and practical implementation, providing
quality jobs and employment opportunities. Business retention remains a high priority. Our
region has seen a surge in company announcements over the past two years, creating higher-
wage jobs and leveraging $2.4 billion in investment.

Much progress has been made in the past year, made possible by the cooperation of many
regional stakeholders seeking the common good. The Southeastern Economic Development
Commission EDD and CEDS strategy committee will continue working with communities and
local governments to continue this positive trend within our district and adjacent counties that
impacts our regional workforce and economy. The Southeastern Economic Development
Commission’s economic development planning process continually seeks to attract and
maximize private sector investments that have the potential to boost the economy and create
or retain jobs for area residents. Through consistent and focused planning, the SEDC will seek to
encourage local government units, educators, economic development practitioners, and private
sector investors to think and plan for the future. We must strive to make southeastern North
Carolina a better place for all citizens to live, work, play, and do business. The CEDS will help
ensure that progress in one area creates positive ripple effects in others, leading to
comprehensive, sustainable economic growth for the 12-county region.
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APPENDIX

e Distress Criteria: Per Capita Income

e Distress Criteria: Unemployment Rates

e Distress Criteria: Population Change
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Distress Criteria: Per Capita Income

Since authorizing the agency in 1965, Congress has directed EDA to address long-term
economic development distress and economic adjustment concerns resulting from short-term
disruptions in various ways. One of EDA’s criteria for measuring economic distress is whether
the funding shall serve areas with per capita income at or below 80% of the national average.
As of August 2025, 80% of the US. Per Capita Income is $55,848 (BEA PCPI) and $34,631 (ACS 5-

year PCMI).
Above or Above
Threshold Below ACS 5- Threshold | or Below

Geography BEA PCPI | Calculation 80% Year PCMI | Calculation 80%
Region $52,194 74.8 | Below $34,182 79 | Below
U.S. $69,810 100 $43,289 100
Bladen County, NC $50,481 72.3 | Below $28,970 66.9 | Below
Brunswick County, NC $62,104 89 | Above S44,565 103 | Above
Columbus County, NC $45,922 65.8 | Below $26,755 61.8 | Below
Cumberland County, NC $48,345 69.2 | Below $31,206 72.1 | Below
Harnett County, NC $47,518 68.1 | Below $31,382 72.5 | Below
Hoke County, NC $43,213 61.9 | Below $29,575 68.3 | Below
New Hanover County, NC $64,831 92.9| Above $46,083 106.4 | Above
Pender County, NC $53,382 76.5 | Below $38,296 88.5 | Above
Richmond County, NC $47,384 67.9 | Below $24,752 57.2 | Below
Robeson County, NC $43,550 62.4 | Below $22,925 53 | Below
Sampson County, NC $46,676 66.9 | Below $26,978 62.3 | Below
Scotland County, NC $42,838 61.4 | Below $27,678 63.9 | Below

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2024 American Community Survey (ACS) and 2024 Bureau of
Economic Analysis (BEA), STATSamerica.org
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Distress Criteria: Unemployment Rates

Another EDA criterion for measuring economic distress is whether an area’s unemployment
rate is at least 1% higher than the national average for the most recent 24-month period. As of
August 2025, this threshold would be 1% above the U.S. unemployment rate of 4.04%.

In 2024, three counties in the region met this distress criterion. Based on the most recent 2025
data, all but one county have since fallen below the threshold. Scotland County remains the
only county above the national benchmark, with a 24-month unemployment rate of 5.19%.

24-Month Threshold Above or Below

Geography Unemployment Rate Calculation +1% US Rate
Region 4.1 0.06 Below
u.S. 4.04 0

Bladen County, NC 4.85 0.81 Below
Brunswick County, NC 411 0.07 Below
Columbus County, NC 4.27 0.23 Below
Cumberland County, NC 4.57 0.53 Below
Harnett County, NC 3.83 -0.21 Below
Hoke County, NC 4.32 0.28 Below
New Hanover County, NC 3.37 -0.67 Below
Pender County, NC 3.34 -0.7 Below
Richmond County, NC 4.07 0.03 Below
Robeson County, NC 4.99 0.95 Below
Sampson County, NC 3.95 -0.09 Below
Scotland County, NC 5.19 1.15 Above

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2024 American Community Survey (ACS) and 2024 Bureau of
Economic Analysis (BEA), STATSamerica.org
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Distress Criteria: Population Change

Another measurement of distress by the EDA is an area that “has experienced or is about to
experience a special need arising from actual or threatened severe unemployment or economic
adjustment problems resulting from severe short-term or long-term changes in economic
conditions (42 U.S.C. §3161(a)(3)).” Special needs can also include substantial out-migration or
population loss, military base closures, and adverse effects of changing trade patterns.

2024 Population

Geography 2020 Population Estimate % Change
Region 1,317,610 1,355,177 2.85
Bladen County, NC 33,209 29,777 -10.33
Brunswick County, NC 137,303 167,112 21.71
Columbus County, NC 55,659 50,054 -10.07
Cumberland County, NC 334,562 338,430 1.16
Harnett County, NC 134,328 146,096 8.76
Hoke County, NC 54,590 55,382 1.45
New Hanover County, NC 231,448 243,333 5.14
Pender County, NC 61,891 70,077 13.23
Richmond County, NC 44,759 41,990 -5.44
Robeson County, NC 131,656 118,624 -9.89
Sampson County, NC 63,284 60,404 -4.55
Scotland County, NC 34,921 33,898 -2.30

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2020 Census Demographic Profile, U.S. Census 2020-2024
Population Estimates and Components of Change, and NC Association of County Commissioners,
April 2025
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