Vision Shared plan means progress for West Virginians
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Jim Lees, in his November 1 op-ed article, asked if anyone could please tell him what the overall plan is for economic development in West Virginia? He respectfully suggested that there is none. I respectfully disagree.

West Virginia: A Vision Shared! is a comprehensive economic development plan that contains many of the ideas candidate Lees espoused in his “Strategic Plan for West Virginia” during the Democratic Party’s 2000 gubernatorial primary campaign. 

Former Governor Underwood and then Governor-Elect Bob Wise endorsed the Vision Shared plan when it was released in December 2000. It is the blueprint that the Legislature’s Joint Commission on Economic Development is using to address key economic development policy issues. It is also the common focus that is helping direct the economic development activities of several statewide organizations interested in helping improve the State’s economy.

Lees offers three rules of development that should form the cornerstone of the State’s economic development policy: a focus on people, direct state investment in job creation, and the creation of venture capital funds. 

The Vision Shared plan acknowledges the importance of a highly educated and skilled workforce and the critical role of entrepreneurs in building a stronger economy. Lees is right; West Virginia has much to offer in terms of low crime rates, lack of urban sprawl and natural beauty, all factors that may induce people to want to stay or come here to work and live. 

But, denied the existence of a conducive, business-friendly environment in which such individuals can succeed, no amount of amenities will attract and hold them. It’s nice to say we want to attract these people, but it won’t happen when groups like the Small Business Survival Committee report that West Virginia is 42nd in the nation as an entrepreneur-friendly state.

In suggesting the use of direct state investment to create jobs, Lees laments that the private capital economy model has not spurred any significant growth in West Virginia. Why not? Could it be that West Virginia is not economically competitive with other states in terms of the cost and risk of doing business? That certainly was one conclusion of the studies that formed the basis of the Vision Shared plan.

I agree with Lees that the private sector needs accessibility to capital. This issue is also addressed in the Vision Shared plan. But, again, the private sector also needs an environment that fosters and encourages economic success and offers a realistic opportunity to employ capital profitably.

West Virginia has a plan. It’s time to stop the constant debate about what the barriers to economic progress are – that’s been done – repeatedly. It’s past time that we get about the serious business of taking the actions needed to eliminate those barriers in order to achieve the vision that Lees, myself and many others share: a West Virginia where people thrive both working and living.

