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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The Imperial County region is experiencing unprecedented economic growth and plummeting 
unemployment rates.  Regional leaders have sufficient momentum to create a long-term economic 
strategy that will guide decisions regarding the future of the Imperial Valley.  It is absolutely 
imperative that private and public sector leaders unite for the betterment of the region.   
 
The reality is that there are limited resources among the governments to deal with a variety of 
issues including housing, infrastructure, transportation, quality of life and marketing.  A united 
approach will pay dividends for the region by ending parochialism with the understanding that 
economic investment benefits everyone. 
 
Demographically, the region still ranks far below surrounding and competing regions in most 
major categories including projected population growth, educational attainment, incomes and 
poverty rates.  On the positive side, the region boasts a youthful population, low median home 
prices and short commutes. 
 
Growth Industries:  After significant research regarding the greatest economic potential, the 
following are the growth industries the region should focus its efforts. 
 

1. Food Processing 
2. Energy Generation 
3. Distribution/Warehousing/Transportation 
4. Inbound Call Centers 
5. Construction Materials 
6. Specialized Manufacturing/Assembly 
7. Tourism 
8. Applied Biotechnology 

 
Retail Opportunities: Local governments continue to be concerned with opportunities which 
expand their sales tax base (as sales taxes are a primary funding mechanism for local government 
operation) below is a list of the greatest retail opportunities: 
 

1. Consumer Electronics 
2. Specialty Book/Music 
3. Full Service Restaurants 
4. Home Furnishings 
5. Automotive Sales (New) 
6. Sporting Goods 

 
Quality of Life Initiatives:   The region must focus some of its regional efforts on projects that 
increase the overall quality of life for residents.  The following quality of life initiatives are 
recommended: 
 

1. Executive/Upscale Housing Opportunities 
2. Performing Arts Facilities 
3. Medical Facilities 
4. Entertainment Opportunities 
5. Formal/Fine Dining 
6. Local/Regional Parks 
7. Golf Courses 
8. Activities/Facilities for Active Adults 
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Regional Infrastructure:  In addition, there are a series of regional infrastructure projects that 
have been suggested through research for this project. 
 

1. Upgrading energy and water systems for long-term future demand 
2. Long-term road plan for major and sub-major roads region wide 
3. Medical facilities 
4. City sidewalk repair 
5. Routine road maintenance plan 
6. Airport runaway expansion/new airport facilities  
7. Increasing availability of public transportation, i.e., bus, light-rail, etc. 
8. Increasing structured/licensed childcare/daycare/pre-school 
9. Adding wastewater treatment capacity  
10. Grocery stores, banking and services in more rural communities 
11. Airline service expansion (to/from Imperial County) 
12. Restoration of Salton Sea  
13. Inventory of available industrial, office and retail buildings 
14. Inventory of available (ready to build) industrial sites 
15. Safer railroad crossings 
16. Inter-Regional rapid transit systems, i.e., Maglev technology  
17. Creation of a regional passenger/cargo airport to support San Diego County 

 
To successfully take advantage of the opportunities identified above, the region must take a series of steps 
to unite the region and work as a team.  Below is a brief listing of the process: 
 

1. Engage Regional Stakeholders and Secure Commitments to Participate 
2. Define Roles and Responsibilities for Stakeholders 
3. Create a Brand for Region  
4. Market Internally to Shape Attitudes Regarding the Region’s Potential 
5. Market Externally to Introduce Region to those Making Economic Investments 
6. Evaluate Effectiveness (through cost benefit approach) of these Efforts 

 
A significantly more detailed explanation of each of the items listed in the Executive Summary is provided 
in the pages that follow.  The bottom line is that if the Imperial County Region commits to implementation 
of this plan over a long period of time (three to five years) significant economic benefits will be realized 
that increases the overall quality of life for those concerned.   
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IMPERIAL COUNTY ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIC PLAN  
 
Preface 
Development Management Group, Inc. and Thomas Topuzes and Associates, LLC have been retained by 
the County of Imperial, California, with funding support from the Imperial Irrigation District, to produce a 
comprehensive economic development strategic plan to guide the region in its efforts to build the economy.  
This strategy covers the entire Imperial County, which is defined as the entire boundaries of Imperial 
County (including both incorporated cities and unincorporated communities).   
 
Introduction 
The following Economic Development Strategy applies to the entire County of Imperial.  This strategy 
covers specific activities, projects and programs that, implemented by local business, community and 
political leaders, will have a favorable impact on the county economy as a whole.  For purposes of this 
strategy, economic development shall mean activities, projects and programs, which successfully create 
additional wealth for the community (regions, cities and county).  This strategy is broken into two major 
sections: economic analysis and recommendations to attract additional economic investment/development. 
 
The economic analysis section will provide specific demographic and economic growth information for the 
region and provide a comparison to other regions with similar demographics, proximity to the international 
border or are located along the same transportation corridors. 
 
Purpose of Strategic Plan 
Prospective residents, businesses and investors utilize various forms of analysis to make business location 
decisions.  These include census information, media, anecdotal from friends, relatives and colleagues.  This 
strategy is meant to provide real information, candid analysis and specific recommendations.   
 
The Imperial County is beginning to experience a level of growth that has been seen over the last seven (7) 
years by other regions in Southern California.  At the same time, the Imperial County is still characterized 
and perceived as having low educational achievement, limited career opportunities, high unemployment and 
lacking many of the “quality of life” features seen in other regions.  This strategy will provide an analysis of 
these issues and provide a crafted long-term solution for many of these problems in an effort to give the 
region a comprehensive road map for the future.   
 
Methodology 
Competition to create or induce a vibrant economy is fierce.  There are few cities, counties, regions or states 
without an economic development program designed to bring investment, jobs and quality of life to a 
community.   The reality is that many communities spend literally hundreds of thousands of dollars 
annually marketing themselves to companies they think may be interested in expanding or relocating.  
Regions that are most successful in expanding their economy are those that focus on retaining and 
expanding current economic engines.  Therefore many of the recommendations within this strategy are 
based on information obtained through the community research portion of this project.  Other 
recommendations are based on the on the state of economic conditions in both competing and surrounding 
regions.  The following competing metropolitan statistical areas, micropolitan statistical areas and sub-
regions are utilized in this report.  In parenthesis is the abbreviation utilized in charts and graphs. 
 

1. Bakersfield, CA (B) 
2. Coachella Valley, CA (CV) 
3. Douglas, AZ (D) 
4. East County San Diego, CA (ESD) 
5. El Paso, TX (EP) 
6. Imperial County, CA (IV) 
7. Phoenix, AZ (PHX) 
8. South County San Diego, CA (SSD) 
9. Yuma, AZ (Y) 
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The data comparisons presented should be utilized to give the reader/user a better understanding of how 
Imperial County competes or compares with other regions.  For this reason, a comparative approach is 
utilized with respect to demographic analysis.  A number of competitive and comparative regions have been 
chosen for which to present the demographic portion of this strategic plan.  The regions chosen share one or 
more of the following traits with Imperial County: 
 

1. Proximity to International Border (EP, SSD, D, Y) 
2. Location along Interstate 8 Highway Corridor (Y, ESD, D, EP) 
3. Significant Agriculture Influence on Economy (B, CV, Y) 
4. Demographic Similarities (B, ESD, EP) 
5. Geographic Proximity (ESD, Y, CV) 
6. Similarities in Weather (PHX, EP, Y, D) 

 
CURRENT STATE OF ECONOMY 

 
Population (Exhibit 1): Shows the population of Imperial County versus the other study areas.  The region 
is most closely related to the size of Douglas and Yuma Arizona along with the East San Diego Region, 
Coachella Valley and South San Diego Region.  Imperial County currently has approximately 153,881 
residents pursuant to the 2005 US Census update as reported by Claritas.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Population Projections (Exhibit 2): Over the next five years, the region is expected to grow by 
approximately 12,000 residents, or about 2,400 per year.  This will translate to approximately 800 to 1,200 
new homes per year of housing demand.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Population Growth Rate (Exhibit 3): The population of Imperial County is expected to grow by 7.8% over 
the next five years.  This growth rate, while seemingly substantial is still rather small when compared with 
the other regions in the survey.  Bakersfield and Yuma, both of similar economic structures are expected to 
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Exhibit 1: 2005 Population
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Exhibit 2: 2010 Population Projections
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outpace the growth of Imperial County.  Regions such as Phoenix and Coachella Valley are expected to 
continue on a hyper growth path over the same timeframe.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Historic Population Growth Rates 1990-2000 (Exhibit 4): shows that during that ten-year period, 
Imperial County grew by over 30%. This growth rates compares favorable with other desert regions and 
clearly outpaced the San Diego sub-regions (ESD and SSD).  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hispanic Population 2005 Estimates (Exhibit 5):  Provides background data regarding the overall Hispanic 
population in each of the regions studied.  Imperial County has an overall Hispanic population of about 72%, 
which is second only to the El Paso, Texas region.   
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Exhibit 3: Projected Growth Rate 2005-2010
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Exhibit 4: Historic Population Growth Rates 1990- 2000
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Exhibit 5: Hispanic Population (2005 Estimates)



 7

Youth Population (Exhibit 6):  Shows a comparison of the youth population between regions.  Youth 
population is an indicator for growth within a region and is a basis for site location consideration. Almost a 
one-third of residents in Imperial County are between the ages of 0 and 17.  This figure competes favorable 
with Bakersfield and South County San Diego.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adult Population (Exhibit 7):  Provides the adult population (ages 18-59) as a percentage of total 
population.  This statistic is used to understand the potential labor force of a region.  Imperial County 
competes strongly with El Paso and Bakersfield while Yuma and Coachella Valley have significantly less 
persons of traditional working age. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Active Adult Population (Exhibit 8):  Provides the active adult population (age 59 and over) as an overall 
percentage of population.  Imperial County has an active adult population of about 13% as a percentage of 
overall population.  This figure reiterates the strength of youth and working age adults as an economic 
benefit.  Companies targeting an active adult population would seek Yuma and Coachella Valley before 
Imperial County. 
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Exhibit 6: Youth Population (0- 17) (2005 Estimates)
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Exhibit 7: Adult Population 18- 59 (2005 Estimate)
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Median Age (Exhibit 9):  Shows that Imperial County boasts a median age of 30.89.  The region has one of 
the youngest median populations of both surrounding and competing economies.  Only Bakersfield and El 
Paso have a younger median age.  The surrounding economic centers of East County San Diego, Yuma and 
Coachella Valley all have a higher median age.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adult Population High School Diploma Attainment (Exhibit 10): Education is the cornerstone to any 
successful economy.  Imperial County lags far behind most other regions with in educational attainment by 
adults.  Exhibit 10 shows that over 40% of adults within Imperial County lack a high school diploma or 
equivalent.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Higher Education Attainment (Exhibit 11): Provides a statistical graph of the percentage of adult 
population that has obtained a Bachelor’s Degree, Master’s Degree, Doctorial or Professional Degree.  As 
with the previous graph, Imperial County lags far behind every other region in educational obtainment with 
only about 10% of the adult population obtaining said college degrees.  Anecdotally, many of the employers 
and professional organizations that were interviewed as part of this project stated that it is very difficult to 
obtain qualified professionals for employment.   
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Exhibit 9: Median Age (2005 Estimate)
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Exhibit 10: Percentage of Adult Population with 
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Education Attainment in the Imperial County (Exhibit 12):  Greater 4 in 10 adults have not graduated 
high school nor obtained an equivalency.  About 2 in 10 adults have graduated from high school but not 
gone further.  About 1/4 of adults have both graduated from high school and obtained some higher 
education, while only about 1 in 10 have successfully obtained a higher education degree. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Household Median Income (Exhibit 13): Provides a comparison of household median income by region.  
While the best available data is the 2000 census, it still provides a comparison by region.  Imperial County is 
behind all regions, but El Paso in this comparison.  This is a direct result of educational obtainment and lack 
of higher paying job opportunities within the region.  The regions of Phoenix and Eastern San Diego County 
have the highest household median income as of the date surveyed.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Per Capita Income (Year 2000) (Exhibit 14):  Similar to the previous exhibit, Imperial County is at the 
lower end of the spectrum in comparison to other regions.  This is partly based on the lower average age 
within the region, as a disproportionate number within the population are not of working age.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Exhibit 12: Imperial County Educational Attainment
 Source US Census, Claritas
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Exhibit 13: Household Median Income (2000)
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Households Living in Poverty (Exhibit 15): Shows the percentage of households by region living in 
poverty.  The Federal Government defines poverty as a family of four (4) with a household income below 
$19,350 and a family of five (5) with an income of less than $22,610.  One in five households within 
Imperial County lives in poverty.  This astronomical amount creates an additional burden on those not in 
poverty in the form of tax dollars needed to support these households through government assistance.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Breakdown of Job Types (Exhibit 16): Shows a breakdown of professions.  The chart below shows in blue 
the percentage of overall jobs within a region that are classified as white collar-professional.  The burgundy 
bars show traditional blue-collar jobs and the white bar shows the percentage of jobs within the region that 
are classified as service and farm positions.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Total Employment (Exhibit 16A):   The number of persons employed within the region continues to grow.  
It should be noted that the 2nd quarter of each year (April, May and June) typically sees the largest growth 
in hiring and total employed, which might be associated with the seasonal agricultural sector.   
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Exhibit 15: Percentage of Households Living in Pove rty  
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Average Monthly Earnings of Wage Earners (Exhibit 16B):  There has been a rise in overall earnings 
over the last eleven quarters for which data is available, especially when comparing 2002 to 2003.  This can 
largely be attributed to the increase in construction related employment. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Employment by Job Type (Exhibit 16C): Almost one-third of all positions in the County are agriculture 
(6,840 jobs) or office/administrative (7,090 jobs) related.  There are also a large number of employers in the 
transportation/logistics category (3,750) and an increasing number in construction and installation/repair 
(many of these jobs new construction related) with a total number of more than 3,500.   
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Annual Pay by Job Type (Exhibit 16D): The employment categories with the most employees are some of 
the lowest paying.  The exception is government positions which include management, public safety and 
education.  The overall goal of the region should be to increase jobs into the pay category of more than 
$40,000 annually.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Job Types within the Imperial County (Exhibit 17):  The chart shows that about one-half of all jobs are 
considered white collar, while about one-third are considered service and farm (which is typical in an 
agriculture based community) and about one-fifth of all jobs are traditional blue collar (which includes 
manufacturing, assembly and transportation related positions).   
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Exhibit 17: Imperial County Job Types 
 Sources: US Census, CA EDD, Claritas  
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Average Commutes (Exhibit 18): Provides an understanding of the commute times workers face within a 
region.  Consider that a five (5) minute differential in a one-way commute time is about one hour a week or 
some fifty (50) hours annually.  Imperial County boasts one of the shortest average commutes of 
surrounding and competing regions at an average of only 21 minutes each way compared with the San Diego 
regions and Phoenix that boast one-way commutes approaching 30 minutes.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Owner-Occupied Housing (Exhibit 19): Shows the percentage of owner-occupied single-family homes in 
each of the subject regions.  A combination of jobs and overall housing affordability typically play a part in 
a region having higher owner occupied levels.  Just fewer than 60% of all single-family homes in Imperial 
County are owner-occupied.  This level exceeds the San Diego regions, which are characterized as having 
the highest housing costs of the regions within the study.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Median Home Prices (Exhibit 20): Presents a comparison of median home prices between Imperial County 
and other major markets throughout Southern & Central California along with Phoenix and Las Vegas.  
Imperial County boasts the lowest median home price of all the regions surveyed.  Housing affordability is 
expected to be of significant benefit to the region in attracting new investment as the workforce for 
perspective companies have a better opportunity to afford homes, thus creating a more stable workforce.  
The legend for this chart is as follows: 
 

IV: Imperial County 
TUL: Tulare County 
PHX: Maricopa County (Phoenix) 
KRN: Kern County (Bakersfield) 
LV: Clark County (Las Vegas) 
SB: San Bernardino County 
RIV: Riverside County 

LA: Los Angeles County 
SD: San Diego County 
OC: Orange County 
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Exhibit 18: Average One- Way Commute (in minutes)
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Demographic Analysis: 
 
The Imperial County Region can be characterized as a moderately growing border region that faces a variety 
of challenges.  These include an educational deficit among adults, high poverty rates and low overall incomes.  
The region’s advantages lie within a youthful population, short commute times for workers and an affordable 
median home price.  Additionally, the Imperial County is located along a major transportation corridor, which 
provides access for goods to travel to/from Mexicali, Baja California, Mexico, Yuma, AZ and San Diego, CA.   
 
Prologue regarding potential for economic growth and expansion: 
 
The economic analysis portion of this economic strategy is based on a combination of background 
demographic information (as presented above) and information gathered through the participation of over 200 
individual leaders representing the political, business and community organizations.  More specifically, our 
project team interviewed city and county staff, Imperial Irrigation District and county elected officials, 
representatives of various educational institutions and providers, chamber of commerce officials, and 
individual business and tribal leaders.   

 
IDENTIFIED KEY INDUSTRIES FOR THE IMPERIAL COUNTY ( WITHIN 5 YEARS) 

 
An analysis of the available demographic information matched with information gathered from key 
community leaders provides us a potential roadmap for key industries for which the Imperial County can 
prosper economically.  Five of these industries are ones that the region can begin recruitment for expansion 
now.  Two additional industries rely on certain actions for the potential to arise. 
 

1. Food Processing 
 
The Imperial County region must seize the opportunity to bring additional food processing to Imperial 
County.  Specifically, food processing involving crops/products grown and raised in the region.  The 
availability of said products combined with available labor, abundance of water and electricity and access to 
major consumption markets makes provides an ideal opportunity. 
 
Stakeholders: IVEDC/Agriculture Community/County of Imperial Agriculture Department, Imperial County 
Farm Bureau, Agriculture Organization(s), i.e., Imperial Valley Vegetable Growers Association, etc. 
 
Action:  Meet to discuss the current products grown in the region and identify the processing that occurs post 
harvest/slaughter.  IVEDC should then directly contact companies involved in that processing with 
information that helps them understand the opportunity within the Imperial County.   
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2. Energy Generation  
 
Overall growth in California and throughout the Southwest United States is creating additional demand for 
energy.  Further, there is increased consumer and regulatory awareness of the need for “greener” energy.  
Imperial County has an opportunity to expand geothermal generation as well as become the center for solar 
power creation.   
 
Stakeholders: IVEDC/IID/Sempra Energy/Current Energy Producers/Energy Consumers 
 
Action: Meet to discuss this potential and create direct outreach to other energy producers to introduce them to 
the Imperial County region and invite them to establish operations within the region to harvest additional 
geothermal and solar generated renewal/green energy.   
 

3. Distribution/Warehousing/Transportation 
 
Imperial County has seen limited economic development benefits as a result of the growth of the Maquiladora 
industry.  Baja California has positioned itself as a global competitor with regards to business recruitment.  
Since it is not reasonable that Imperial County can compete on a production cost/wage or labor availability 
scale, it may be in a position to support the operations in Mexicali.  The reality is that in 2002, the value of 
exports to Mexico at the Calexico Ports of Entry was approximately $3.65 billion and the value of imports 
from Mexico at the Calexico East Port of Entry was approximately $4.76 billion.   
 
Action: Establish a Blue Team of a County Supervisor, Mayors (2), City Council Members (3), IID, 
Representatives of State Elected Officials and IVEDC (Board and Staff) to set up a series of meetings with 
various Maquiladora association officials and plant operators to discuss what facilities and services in the area 
of logistics the Imperial County can provide to support the growth of the Maquiladora Industry.  
 
Ideas:  This activity may include trucking operations, equipment maintenance (trucking, forklift, and 
machinery repair), warehousing, additional customs professionals, legal, accounting, and banking services. 
 

4. Inbound Call Centers 
 
The digital and technology revolution has increased the importance of customer support centers.  Almost 
every day of our lives we use some form of an inbound customer support or call center.  This may be for 
cellular based directory assistance, travel, credit card support, banking, loans, shopping, internet technology 
assistance, etc.  It is also noted that there is an increased demand for Spanish language customer support.  
Imperial County may prove to be a good fit for a variety of these companies, as some 72% of the total 
population is Hispanic with not only Spanish speaking skills, but an understanding of the Hispanic cultural.  
Couple this with the availability of strong fiber lines and clear vision to satellite for telecommunications, there 
is a real opportunity to create literally thousands of entry-level professional jobs.   
 
Action: IVEDC should work with incumbent local phone carrier to identify potential companies.  Further, 
IVEDC should create regional introduction package to send to national site selection consultants.  Package 
should be specific to the call center industry and include information regarding telecommunications 
technology availability, labor force and buildings that are available in inventory (typically of 5,000 to 20,000 
square feet).   
 
Additional Note: Inbound Call Center positions typically pay between $10-$12 per hour to start.  More 
technical positions, i.e., technology support for Dell/Apple and others can pay above $20 per hour.  Also, Call 
Centers are great secondary uses for former big and mid-size retail boxes.  
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5. Construction Material Companies (to support new home development) 
 
By most estimates, Imperial County will continue to construct between 800 and 1200 new homes annually for 
the foreseeable future.  With an average home in the region of about 1800 square feet and approximately $40 
per square foot of materials and $40 per square foot of labor needed to build a home, this translates to a 
market capitalization in the region of $57.6 to $86.4 million annually in product and the same amount in labor 
costs.  The region can benefit economically by locating suppliers of both products and labor in the region. 
 
Action: IVEDC/Commercial Developers/City ED Staff should meet with local homebuilders to learn who 
their subcontractor and material suppliers are.  To the extent that they are located outside the region, which 
most are at current, work with them to locate these suppliers within the Imperial County to build local 
economy. 
 

6. Specialized Manufacturing/Assembly 
 
One segment of growth for Imperial County will be specialized manufacturing and assembly.  The types of 
companies that will prosper will be either ones that are homegrown or are very small companies (usually with 
less than 25 employees) that relocate to the region.  These companies are often characterized as ones family or 
individually controlled and their location is predicated upon a desired lifestyle/quality of life for the owner’s 
and availability of labor.  These companies often want access to larger markets without having to pay larger 
market prices for labor and real estate.  Further, they wish to own their own facilities rather then lease.  
Finally, they consider themselves too small to manufacture or assemble outside of the United States.   
 
Additional Note:  These companies often help develop regional leadership and are often the targets of other 
regions and even countries to relocate or reposition manufacturing.   
 

7. Tourism  
 
Tourism exists in Imperial County, although it appears to be an economic resource that is not well known 
locally and under utilized.  Each year, thousands of individuals and families enjoy the Imperial Sand Dunes.  
During the fall to spring months, visitors from colder-northern climates, traditionally retired individuals, come 
to Imperial County to enjoy the mild-winter weather to play golf, shop, and relax.  With the baby-boomer 
generation now reaching retirement age and with many of these individuals accumulating retirement funds 
through 401k plans and other non-Social Security programs, expansion of tourism targeted to winter visitors 
is an economic development strategy that has great potential.  It should be noted that tourism is not limited the 
baby-boomer generation, camping, hiking, and off-road activities currently occur throughout the county and 
these forms of recreation by all indicators will increase.  The International Bird Festival increased the valley’s 
awareness of bird watching activities around the Salton Sea, in Imperial Valley, and in the Mexicali/San 
Felipe region.   
 
The restoration of the Salton Sea would undoubtedly be one of the single greatest engines to developing the 
economy of the Imperial County.  There exists pent up demand of investors and homebuyers for water 
accessible locations, especially one that is located within two-three hours of San Diego-Orange-Los Angeles 
County.  It does not take a great vision to understand the potential for housing and recreation development 
along the shores of the Salton Sea.  Unfortunately, the region may not be any closer to seeing a restored sea 
today, then ten years ago.  Political and financial uncertainty at the local, state and federal level remains with 
views on what a clean-up effort should be taken and the costs.  Until such time as a unified effort is created to 
restore the sea for regional economic benefit, there will be little economic development beyond general land 
speculation and affordable housing (due to land prices). 
 
Another potential tourism industry for Imperial County is that of Indian Gaming.  There have been some 
efforts to bring Tribal Gaming into the northwest, southeast, and south central areas of the region.  While the 
scope of these projects does not include assessment the political/legal potential, if gaming does come to the 
region, there will be both positive and negative impacts.  Based on figures from Coachella Valley, gaming 
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jobs average between $25,000 and $30,000 in annual wages.  In addition, there may be ancillary jobs created 
in the hotel industry if a hotel/resort is constructed with gaming operations. 
 
Action: IVEDC and Regional Leaders should review the opportunities that tourism/recreation provides to the 
economic development of Imperial County.  These leaders should also continue to participate and monitor 
progress toward the Salton Sea restoration.  IVEDC and/or another regional entity should have a plan in place 
to mobilize local supporters with state and federal leaders if and when momentum toward a project occurs. 
 

8. Applied Biotechnology 
 
San Diego has long hosted the biotechnology industry.  Companies involved in research and development 
have flourished in the region for a number of reasons, including quality of life and access to higher education 
(research education).  Originally the applied fields (i.e., bringing developed products to market via mass 
production) were also preformed in the region.  As global competition has increased, so has the need to find 
other avenues of production.  While some production will continue to move overseas for economic reasons, 
Imperial County should explore alignment with the San Diego Region to host some applied biotechnogy 
industries.  The ability for these companies to utilize inexpensive land to create the facilities and the 
availability of both water and energy provide a competitive advantage.  The real advantage, that overseas and 
foreign competition cannot offer, is access for laboratory personnel to maintain quality control with a two-
hour drive, rather then a fifteen-hour flight.   
 
Labor will be an issue in attracting this sector, but the partner companies may have a labor force willing to 
relocate to take advantage of lower housing prices.  This sector’s long-term viability within the region will be 
predicated on addressing both quality of life and educational achievement within the Imperial County. 
 

RETAIL GROWTH OPPORTUNITIES 
 

One core sector researched through this project was that of retail sales.  Specifically to determine which retail 
categories have the greatest opportunity for demand based expansion in the region as a whole.  There are six (6) 
major retail categories that have been identified as having the greatest growth opportunities. 

 
1. Consumer Electronics:  The region is void of retailers of consumer electronics.  The only major 

retailers of consumer electronics are discounters (Wal-Mart, Target) and warehouse operations 
(Costco).  There is a market opportunity whereby (based on consumer demand patterns and 
current supply) there is 499% ($29 million annual gap) growth available.  This means that there is 
currently almost five times the demand for consumer electronics as there is supply in the region.  
Currently, most of this demand is being satisfied by consumers leaving the region to purchase 
these goods. 

 
2. Specialty Book/Music:  As the market size increases and the overall wealth within the region 

increases, there is increasing demand for specialty book and music retailers.  These include such 
retailers as Barnes & Noble, Borders, etc.  There is a market opportunity for 188% growth ($5.8 
million annual gap) the amount of product sold within the region.  This is another area in which 
consumers are leaving the region to purchase these products. 

 
3. Full Service Restaurants: In line with respondents during the research phase, the region proves 

to have opportunity for growth in full-service restaurants (see Quality of Life).  There is a market 
opportunity for 162% growth in this category ($33 million annual gap).  Consumers are currently 
substituting their demand for full-service dining by traveling outside the region, traveling to 
Mexicali-San Diego-Palm Desert, converting their demand for full-service dining to limited-
service restaurants (which has a demand over utilization) or foregoing a dining experience. 
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4. Home Furnishings: The overall housing boom is creating additional demand for home 
furnishings (including furniture).  There is a 154% growth opportunity ($21 million annual gap) 
from current supply.  Consumers are either traveling to Mexicali or San Diego to make these 
purchases, causing significant economic leakage.   

 
5. Automotive Dealers: The Imperial County Region has an 89% growth opportunity ($138 million 

annual gap) in automotive dealers.  As typically the second largest consumer purchase (below 
housing), consumers will often travel great distances to purchase automobiles.  While economic 
leakage to Arizona (Yuma) and Mexico (Mexicali) is relatively small (due to importing 
restrictions), consumers will travel to both San Diego and Coachella Valley to purchase new and 
pre-owned vehicles.   

 
6. Sporting Goods: The Imperial County Region has a 28% growth opportunity ($5.3 million annual 

gap) in sporting goods retailers.  The creation of new wealth within the region (as seen through 
new housing development, opportunities to recreate, and overall growth in the economy) is 
creating new demand for leisure and sporting equipment. 

 
Note regarding retail sales: The six (6) identified retail growth categories represent $232 million of potential 
retail sales annually for the region.  If retail operations were to be in place to satisfy demand in these categories, 
it would result in local governments receiving an additional $3-$4 million annually (in local and county sales 
taxes).  In addition, these retailers would create an additional 500 to 1,000 new jobs, generating approximately 
$10 to $20 million in payroll. 

 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR WORKFORCE TRAINING & DEVELOPMENT 

 
Introduction: In creating an industry cluster analysis, a system of understanding the greatest potential for job 
creation is undertaken.  Companies within the key industries need a variety of semi-skilled and skilled labor 
sectors for success.  This strategy identified some of those key sectors and the major job types associated with 
them.  Finally, also described is the general education or training level that needs to be achieved to qualify.  It 
should be noted that almost all technical or customer service related jobs require that the labor force is fluent 
in English and an understanding of basic mathematics.   
 
Each of the identified job types is a reasonable match for Imperial County.  They vary in the education and 
training that are required, but the specific skill sets for many of these jobs are ones that can be obtained by 
candidates with a reasonable amount of training.  Based on the current demographics and education levels 
within the region, the following are the five (5) that provide the best opportunity for economic prosperity 
within the next five (5) years: 
 

1. Call Centers (inbound).  The Imperial County can be a great host to inbound customer support 
centers (mortgage, credit card, shopping) especially in the utilization of Spanish-speaking customer 
service representatives who understand the Hispanic cultural.  The availability of quality 
telecommunications along with the general affordability of Spanish speaking labor provides a 
wonderful opportunity. 

 
Bulk of Positions: Customer Service Representatives, Lead Personnel, and Trainers 
Management Positions: Supervisors, Human Resources Personnel 
Educational level desired to qualify: High School or GED and On-the-Job Training for entry level, 
college degree and experience for management positions. 

 
2. Construction.  The general price of housing in other Southern California markets, increasing baby-

boomer population and the long-term pent up demand for housing will continue to propel the 
Imperial County housing market for many years to come.  Fortunately, the region has not 
experienced a hyper-growth scenario, as seen in other regions.  Construction jobs, on a statewide 
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basis pay between $15-$30 per hour.  These wages are strong for the Imperial County region, and 
candidates are able to enter the industry at an entry level and grow with their skills and experience.   

 
Bulk of Positions: Carpentry (rough and finish), drywall, roofing, plumbing, electrical, cement 
work, landscaping 
Educational level desired to qualify: High School or GED, Apprenticeship and On-the-Job 
Training. 

 
3. Energy Generation.  The general population growth in the Western and Southwestern United 

States will propel a long-term and increasing demand for energy.  Imperial County has long been 
able to produce geothermal.  This coupled with emerging wind and solar technologies should help 
to create additional opportunities in what are considered to be very technical, and therefore higher 
paying positions.  There are two potentials for Imperial County with respect to these jobs: 

 
A. Education/Training/Hiring from within the region, thereby creating a new class of worker 

that is spending and investing within the region. 
B. Importing of skilled labor for these positions, which also means the importing of new 

money.  Often times, this will also result in spousal relocation, which may result in 
additional professional labor available for other professions (reverse brain drain). 

 
Educational level desired to qualify: Based on job type from High School Diploma/GED with 
technical training to advanced engineering/management degree. 

 
4. Food Processing.  The total Imperial County gross agricultural production value in 2004 was 

approximately $1.2 billion.  These products include cattle, sheep, hay, fruit, vegetables, melons, 
cotton, sugar and grains.  The region can produce additional jobs, which are vertically aligned, and 
potentially higher paying in food processing industries.   

 
Educational level desired to qualify: High School or GED and On-the-Job Training. 
 

5. Medical and Medical Support.  The growing of Imperial County is demanding an increase in the 
amount of medical services provided.  This demand is creating opportunities in a variety of medical 
fields including doctors, nurses, allied and technical and support staff. 
 
Educational level desired to qualify: High School Diploma for entry-level support through 
Advanced Doctoral for specialized medicine.   
 

6. Warehouse/Distribution/Transportation.  There continues to be growth in the Maquiladora 
industry within Mexicali, and Imperial County has seen limited benefits from these industries.  It is 
reasonable that the region can position itself to warehouse products pre and post Maquiladora 
manipulation.  The types of positions that come with these activities include truck drivers, material 
handlers (including forklift operators) an inventory staff. 
 
Educational level desired to qualify: High School Diploma or GED for entry level with specific 
training for truck driving (professional training) and specific training for inventory-type positions. 
 

7. General Customer Service (for all positions).  It was stated by numerous participants in this 
process that retail and service personnel throughout the region lack basic customer service skills.  A 
competitive economy demands that customers receive the highest level of service available.  It then 
follows, that IVROP, IVC, WIB or another training providers could partner with major retailers, 
automotive dealerships and others to provide direct customer service training.  A short-term 
academy type of system would allow for the continuous training of thousands of workers per year. 
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QUALITY OF LIFE 
Introduction: 
 
One of the most important factors of making investments into regions surrounds the level of quality of life, 
or the perception of quality of life.  Many communities and regions spend literally hundreds of millions of 
dollars each year marketing and advertising that their community is the best place to, “live, work and play.”  
The reality is that if these same communities spent that money making their local a great place to live, work 
and play… the investments would typically take care of them. 
 
To the credit of Imperial County, the region offers certain intangibles to perspective residents and 
businesses.  These were clearly stated by the regional participants during the interview process.  Most 
notable, they include the following: 
 

1. Bi-National Culture, meaning the influence of two different country’s cultural that exists in a 
geographic location within a short distance to a major city in another country.  Further, the freedom 
that many (from both sides of the border) have to spend time in each country adds to the flavor of 
the super-region. 

2. Small Town Atmosphere, the concept of knowing ones neighbors and working within a community 
that has a reputation for taking care of itself. 

3. Blue-Collar Work Ethic, which is stated as common in mid-western cities across the United States, 
Imperial County’s agriculture based economy, lends itself to strong work ethic and values. 

 
Part of the research completed for this report centered on the items needed within the region to add to the 
quality of life.  These are meant to be very tangible items designed to provide long-term benefits to 
residents, visitors and potential investors in the region. 
 

1. Executive or Move-Up Housing: As additional wealth is created and the region becomes less 
rural and more urban, there will be an increased demand for executive or move-up style 
housing.  This may take the form of larger homes with greater amenities or private communities 
that offer golf or other activities. 

 
2. Performing Arts Center/Theatre: A larger number of persons interviewed spoke of a need to 

bring more arts based activities to the region, and noted a lack of a regional performing arts 
center in the Imperial County.  

 
3. Increased Medical Facilities and Specialists: One of the most items most sought after by those 

leaving the region is healthcare.  Specifically, advance cancer treatment and other specialized 
health care (including health specialists).  As the overall population of the United States 
continues to age and as life spans continue to increase, the issue of quality and available health 
care will become more important.  Although progress has been made to improve the level of 
health care in Imperial Valley, the Imperial County Region should address this condition by 
putting together a committee of regional leaders to begin working with the hospitals and health 
care providers to specifically identify the market opportunities and work with surrounding 
regions to look for market expansion into Imperial County.   

 
4. Entertainment: Overall entertainment and professional sports entertainment came across as a 

quality of life deficit within the region.  The Imperial County market has a couple of 
opportunities including the potential to host a Single A or Independent League (or Semi-Pro) 
Baseball Franchise or even a Mexico-League Soccer Club within the region.  Facilities for 
either of these two specifically identified sports are not currently available, but may be part of a 
regional park structure. 
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5. Formal/Fine Dining Restaurants: It is no secret that the region lacks formal and fine dining 
restaurants.  As a traditional agriculture community, mealtime often centers on the family, 
hence this is why culturally the region did not develop many restaurants of this nature in the 
past.  The market demand seems to be there (see Retail Growth Opportunities).  The 
development of additional retail power centers and the continued development of the regional 
mall will provide ample opportunity for mid-priced chained tablecloth restaurants. 

 
6. Local and Regional Park(s):  More persons commented regarding this void than any other 

subject.  In general, Imperial County lacks both quality local parks (and pocket parks) and 
regional parks that offer recreation facilities that can handle both youth and adult activities on a 
continuous basis.  The develop of such facilities (at a regional level) will not only provide a 
home for region based events, but could prove fruitful to host outside events that bring tourism 
dollars into the region similar to facilities in Lancaster (soccer & softball), San Bernardino 
(soccer and little league baseball), Cathedral City (youth baseball and adult softball) and Palm 
Desert (youth baseball and softball). 

 
A regional park should also include various water features that allow local families relief during 
the summer months.  Activities could include fishing, swimming, boating, water park, and 
fountains. 
 

7. Golf Courses: It was suggested by some of those within the discussion groups that the region 
could consider working to add additional golf courses.  In recent years, it has been proven that 
golf, in and of itself, does not generate enough revenue to sustain.  However, golf in 
combination with an executive housing development or combined with gaming and hotel/resort 
ventures would provide a potentially financially viable opportunity to add to the economy while 
providing additional recreation opportunities. 

 
8. Facilities and Activities for Active Adults: While the overall population of Imperial County is 

young compared to most regions, there is a growing population of active adults (defined as ages 
55+).  In addition, there are persons living in regions to the west and northwest of the Imperial 
County that may consider retiring within Imperial County.  This said, there appears to be the 
demand for a variety of facilities and activities directed toward this group.  This includes age-
restricted housing communities, senior lifestyle centers and recreational/cultural activities.   
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REGIONAL ECONOMIC INFRASTRUCTURE PROJECTS 
 

As Imperial County continues to progress from a rural agriculture community to a more urban economic 
base, there are a number of regional infrastructure projects that have been suggested by community leaders 
to address.  The purpose of this section is to briefly list each of these potential projects and list the 
stakeholders that should be involved in deciding if they should be further explored.   
 
1. Upgrading energy and water systems for long-term future demand 
2. Long-term road plan for major and sub-major roads region wide 
3. Medical facilities 
4. City sidewalk repair 
5. Routine road maintenance plan 
6. Airport runaway expansion/new airport facilities  
7. Increasing availability of public transportation, i.e., bus, light-rail, etc. 
8. Increasing structured/licensed childcare/daycare/pre-school 
9. Adding wastewater treatment capacity  
10. Grocery stores, banking and services in more rural communities 
11. Airline service expansion (to/from Imperial County) 
12. Restoration of Salton Sea  
13. Inventory of available industrial, office and retail buildings 
14. Inventory of available (ready to build) industrial sites 
15. Safer railroad crossings 
16. Inter-Regional rapid transit systems, i.e., Maglev technology  
17. Creation of a regional passenger/cargo airport to support San Diego County 
 

IMPLEMENTATION 
 
Long-term economic growth within the region will be based on the level of commitment provided a variety 
of business, community and political leaders.  The following sections are deemed as the implementation 
plan.  The sections involved include: 
 

1. Identification of Regional Stakeholders  
2. Roles and Responsibilities of Stakeholders 
3. Branding 
4. Marketing (Internal & External) 
5. Regional Cooperation (Clearinghouses) 
6. Three-Year Marketing Plan 

 
Implementation is really a series of small steps that unite the region, eliminate parochialism, change 
negative attitudes regarding the region, hold various individuals and groups accountable and introduce the 
region to those interested in making economic investments.   
 

REGIONAL STAKEHOLDERS TO  
EFFECTUATE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

 
Economic Development is often characterized as an activity designed by government agencies to create 
jobs and tax revenue.  While some success will occur with this thinking, the most successful regions create 
an entire community approach.  The entire community approach is based on involvement and accountability 
from government, political, community and business leadership.  Within Imperial County, there are a 
number of identified stakeholders, which must be united under a single umbrella to implement economic 
change in the region.  These include: 
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A. Seven (7) incorporated cities and seven (7) communities within Imperial County  
*City of Brawley    *Community of Heber 
*City of Calexico    *Community of Niland 
*City of Calipatria    *Community of Palo Verde 
*City of El Centro    *Community of Salton City 
*City of Holtville    *Community of Seeley 
*City of Imperial    *Community of Ocotillo 
*City of Westmorland   *Community of Winterhaven 
    

B. Identified Chambers of Commerce within the County of Imperial include: 
*Brawley Chamber of Commerce  *Imperial Chamber of Commerce 
*Calexico Chamber of Commerce  *Niland Chamber of Commerce 
*Calipatria Chamber of Commerce  *Salton Sea/West Shores Chamber  
*El Centro Chamber of Commerce  *Westmorland Chamber of Commerce   
*Holtville Chamber of Commerce    

 
C.  Regional Economic Development entities to be utilized shall include: 

*Imperial Valley Economic Development Corporation (IVEDC) 
*California Center for Border and Regional Economic Studies (SDSU-IVC) 

 
D.  County Board of Supervisors and their Executive Staff 
 
E.  Imperial Irrigation District Board of Directors and their Executive Staff 
 
F.   Educators and Workforce Development Professionals: 

*San Diego State University-Imperial Valley Campus 
      *Imperial Valley College 
      *K-12 Educational Community 
      *Imperial County Workforce Investment Board 

 
G. Regional/Nationally Active Real Estate Developers Operating within Imperial County 
 *Corky McMillin Company   *Pulte Home 
 *DR Horton, Continental Series  *Victoria Place, LLC 
 *KB Home Coastal Inc.   *Westmount Properties, LLC 
 *KEH Development Co., LLC                                         
 
H. Private Sector Businesses: including, but not limited, to a variety of employers involved in 

international business, manufacturing, distribution and professional services. (Only a few listed, 
but others need to be brought into the umbrella)   

*Brawley Beef    *US Gypsum 
*CalEnergy Operating Co.     

 
I. Large Scale Government Employers (State and Federal): 

 *State of California, Dept. of Corrections   
 *U.S. Department of Homeland Security  
 *U.S. Department of the Navy, Naval Air Facility-El Centro    
  

J. Utility Providers: 
 *Adelphia Cable    * Imperial Irrigation District 
      *AT&T     * The Gas Company 
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K. Financial Institutions: 
 *Bank of America    *The Golden 1 Credit Union    
 *First Imperial Credit Union  *Union Bank of California 
 *Rabobank     *Washington Mutual 
 *Sun Community Federal Credit Union       *Wells Fargo Bank NA 
  
(Additional stakeholders should be identified by regional leaders to involve them in economic 
development efforts) 
  

The regional economic development stakeholders must work together in a coordinated manner to effectuate 
economic change.  The umbrella organization for such activities is the Imperial Valley Economic 
Development Corporation (IVEDC).  This group is designed to act as an economic development 
clearinghouse hub that does the following: 

 
1. Provides regional demographic information  
2. Markets the region to target industries 
3. Facilitates various discussions among government, political, community and business leaders 
4. Advocates cooperation between private and public agencies to implement economic investment 

within the region 
5. Communicates current events (both business and legislative) to business community 

 
To expand economic opportunities within the region, the region needs an economic development 
coordinating body, and if IVEDC is to be successful being the coordinating body, then each of the above 
listed stakeholders must be included and play an active role with IVEDC. 

 
ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF STAKEHOLDERS 

 
For the Imperial County as a region to prosper, each of the identified groups of persons must take 
responsibility and be accountable for their part in the process.  The following are the basic groupings of the 
regional participants and their role: 

 
1. City/County Staff, the role of city and county staff must be to guide persons/groups interested 

in making economic investment in communities by having a clear path that is understandable 
and consistent for the entitlement and permitting process.  Staff must design and maintain 
processes that are fair and balance the long-term needs of the community.  Staff is integral in 
the implementation phase as they are the first line of both technical assistance and 
communication within their communities and for those interested in making economic 
investments.  Local governments can begin to show their expressed interest in local economic 
development by committing to participate in quarterly roundtable discussions through 
IVEDC as municipal economic development representatives.   

2. City/County Elected Officials, have the responsibility of enacting policies that induce 
economic investment while protecting the long-term interests of residents and businesses.  
Also, elected officials must be held accountable for recruitment, appointment and long-term 
stability of key professional staff to insure that the organizations they represent can operate 
efficiently.  Elected officials can show their long-term commitment to regional economic 
development through adoption of this plan and on-going cooperation with regional entities 
including IVEDC, IVAG, IID and others.   

3. Educational Providers (K-16), have the responsibility of insuring that classroom educators are 
both qualified and receive the highest level of training possible to create a productive learning 
environment.  Further, the educational community must take responsibility for and be 
accountable to the entire community to raise overall test scores, graduate more students, 
insure that English as second language students graduate from high school completely fluent 
in English and raise the number and percentage of students in the region qualifying for the 
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CSU and UC system.  The education system also has the responsibility of providing the 
necessary education for workers (at all levels) to be competitive in the workplace by a) 
insuring upon graduation from high school that they have the basic skills necessary and b) 
that specialized educators (including ROP, WDB and IVC) can provide specific technical 
training both as part of programmatic curriculum and upon request to specific businesses (and 
business types). 

4. Chambers of Commerce are responsibility for being a clear and positive voice for their 
growing business communities and take responsibility for working with various political and 
community groups on long-term quality of life issues. 

5. Utility Providers (Public/Private) are responsible for the planning and installation to meet 
short and long-term infrastructure needs.  Additionally, the utility providers must be 
accountable for providing cost and rate information upon request within a short turn-around 
for potential economic investors.   

6. Financial Institutions, in an environment such as the Imperial County, the lending institutions 
must create new opportunities for growing businesses by providing additional outreach 
including meeting (upon request) with potential economic investors, holding community and 
group meetings with business leaders to educate them about new programs that assist them in 
growing their business and relaxed lending requirements to meet the capital needs of the 
small business community. 

7. Real Estate Brokers/Developers, the broker developer community must be accountable for 
providing truthful and ethical information to their clients and increasing communication to 
interface with cities, county, utility providers and regional economic development staff.   

8. Business Support Companies must have a system of communicating their product/service to 
prospective small businesses and economic investors in order to grow their current business 
within the region. 

 
Finally, all of these groups must commit to becoming part of a long-term regional economic development 
effort with a commitment of both time and financial resources.  The services provided by each of these 
groups constitute a critical component to the economic development success of the region.  These groups 
are part of Imperial County’s economic development regional team.  Each team member has a specific job 
to perform which helps the economy to grow.  The realization of sustained long-term growth and economic 
investment will only be reached when each of these groups effectively plays their role.  The end result is a 
level of mutual economic benefit. 

 
BRANDING 

 
There is really no clear cut definition of branding, and for every marketing expert, there is a different 
opinion.  For purposes of Economic Development in Imperial County, branding shall be defined as “A set 
of statements that discuss and/or describe the regional attributes of Imperial County as to entice economic 
investment from both internal and external sources.” 

 
The following have been identified as statements (of both fact and opinion) which are considered regional 
attributes to Imperial County: 

 
1. California location 
2. Availability of land 
3. Long-term abundance of water 
4. Municipally controlled electricity (including generation) 
5. Highway access to major markets 
6. Proximity to international border (and associated border commerce) 
7. Youthful population and workforce 
8. Availability of competitively priced housing 
9. Family and workforce value system 



 

 
 

26

10. Multi-cultural population 
11. Growing population/overall growing economy 
 

The following are sample branding/marketing slogans to consider: 
Imperial Valley: California’s Affordable Location 
Imperial Valley: California Location, Midwest Values 
Imperial Valley: Southern California’s Last Frontier 
Imperial Valley: California Location, Arizona Prices! 
Imperial Valley: Powered for Growth 
Imperial Valley: Gateway to Southern California 

 
These six (6) statements need to be used both internally and externally to craft an ongoing branding 
message.  The reality is that the concept of economic development is intangible.  The goal of regional 
leaders is to make it tangible in both attitude and results. 
 
IMPORTANT NOTE:  The Imperial Valley Economic Development Corporation should convene a focus 
group representing a cross section of regional stakeholders to develop a branding/marketing slogan for 
the region.   

 
During many of the individual and group surveys, respondents described and discussed the need for a 
wholesale change in the general attitude of persons within Imperial County.  Many described it as almost an 
inferiority complex based on historic factors including low educational attainment, weather conditions 
during summer months, high unemployment rates and periods of economic stagnation.   

 
Successful economic development will require branding both internally and externally.  The internal 
structure will be designed to educate, remind and reinforcement to regional leaders and the community at-
large that Imperial County has strong competitive attributes that make both an economically viable region 
and place to settle to raise families.  A greater belief in the region will help spur some economic investment 
with the reinforced realization of profitability for businesses. 

 
Externally, the branding message is designed to entice economic investment by persons and/or companies 
that have a multitude of site location options.  The branding message is essentially the features and benefits 
that the region has to offer. 

 
Internal Branding needs to be a cooperative activity of the local education system, municipal governments, 
regional economic development corporations and private media.  The purpose of internal branding is to 
highlight regional attributes and old-fashioned “good news” to support those making investments and 
raising families in the region.   

 
Communication needs to surround the topics as listed above (regional branding attributes).  The branding 
campaign needs to be about real information, real facts that benefit everyone in the region.  The objective is 
to create real change in the minds and attitudes of people within the region.  The following is list of specific 
responsibilities by each group: 

 
1. Governments:  Share with elected officials and constituents positive news affecting the quality of 

life of residents and businesses.  For example: 
a. Reduction of crime rates 
b. Heroic/volunteer work of pubic safety workers 
c. Improvements made to public facilities (example, parks) 
d. Increases in business activity (hotel occupancy, retail sales, business licenses, building 

permits, construction) 
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2. Education Community: Share with students, parents and general public (through media releases) 
positive information: 

a. Increased educational achievement (test scores, graduation rates, admission to colleges 
and universities) 

b. Specialized curriculum preparing students for the global economy in the communication 
age 

c. Volunteer and community work of students and faculty 
d. Certification and educational achievements of faculty and administration 

 
3. Business Community (Chambers of Commerce, Economic Development Groups): s Share with 

business community and general public the following information: 
a. General growth in the economy 
b. Specific business growth 
c. Job promotions, announcements of key staff additions (of member businesses) 
d. Accomplishments of individuals and organizations that improve overall quality of life 
e. Volunteer achievements of professional groups or specific businesses within community 

 
4. Professional Media (print, radio and television): Media entities must make greater efforts to work 

with the other three identified group types to generate and disseminate information and stories 
that put Imperial County in positive light celebrating the successes of the region as it continues 
through an economic renaissance. 

 
External branding must be the delivery of a consistent message to potential economic investors outside 
Imperial County.  The message (that includes the above six items) needs to be delivered through the 
following manners: 

 
1. Consistent and accurate information about the region 
2. Delivery of information in a timely manner by cities, county, regional economic development 

organizations and chambers of commerce 
3. Communication of business successes to media sources outside of the Imperial County core 

market through a public relations campaign. 
4. Reinforcement of the six regional attributes on material issued by regional economic development 

stakeholders to their clients in messaging sent. 
 

MARKETING 
 
Marketing, for purposes of economic development, shall be defined as “A series of tangible actions, taken 
over a long-period which communicates the regional attributes and economic opportunities within the 
Imperial County region to perspective economic investors.”  

 
The Imperial County region needs to designate a single agency or organization to market the region as a 
whole to businesses outside the region.  It is generally accepted that the designated organization is the 
Imperial Valley Economic Development Corporation.  The single-agency approach is important maximize  

 
Economic Development Communication (Internal Marketing) 

 
Economic Development Communication shall be defined as “The ongoing presentation of information and 
dialogue (of various forms) between both regional leadership groups and the general public.”  Regional 
leadership groups shall include, but are not limited to, elected and appointed officials, Chambers of 
Commerce, local and regional economic development corporations and other business/community groups.   
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There are four identified media leaders that should be utilized for regional economic communication.  
These include The Imperial Valley Press, KXO AM-FM Radio, California Center for Border and Regional 
Economic Studies (CCBRES) San Diego State University-Imperial Valley Campus (SDSU-IVC), and the 
Imperial Valley Economic Development Corporation (IVEDC).  Residents, business and community 
(political) leaders which interact with these sources of information will benefit, as well as the region as a 
whole, from the information provided. 

 
The Imperial Valley Press has the ability to provide information to the residents and business of the 
Imperial Valley in a broad sense.  Regional business leaders should work with the IV Press to expand their 
business writings to include greater information regarding economic opportunities and business successes in 
the region (see Internal Branding-media).   

 
KXO AM-FM Radio a leader in radio media has the ability to provide information to the residents and 
business of the Imperial County and Mexicali, Baja California in a broad sense.  Regional business leaders 
on both sides of the border should work with KXO to expand dissemination of their business/industrial 
activities to include greater information regarding economic opportunities and business successes in the 
region (see Internal Branding-media).   
 
SDSU-IVC (CCBRES) offers by far the most comprehensive on-going source of economic information for 
the region.  Business and community leaders should realize that most regions of the size of the Imperial 
County do not have this resource and that support of CCBRES as an ongoing economic research engine 
should continue.  The monthly report released by CCBRES goes a long way toward providing economic 
data and trends to both the business and political community.   

 
IVEDC, should act as a clearinghouse for certain economic investment information including availability of 
land, industrial, retail and office buildings, available incentive (including the State of California Imperial 
Valley Enterprise Zone), basic demographics and potential or recently enacted legislation effecting the 
overall business community.   

 
Marketing Outside the Imperial County (External Marketing) 

 
The purpose of marketing the Imperial County externally is to induce additional investment from outside 
businesses and developers (with their own cadre of businesses).  Marketing, as stated above, is defined as a 
long-term consistent way of directly communicating opportunities within Imperial County as a way of 
inducing economic investment. 

 
The most effective way of marketing a product (like Imperial Valley) is to do so in a direct fashion to those 
who are in the best position to make economic investments.  Therefore, the following is recommended: 

 
1. Creation of a Community Prospectus (through IVEDC) that outlines the following: 

a. Basic demographics 
b. Outline of canned incentive programs 
c. Basic water and electric rates (for various types of users) 
d. Outline of education options 
e. Listing of quality of life features 
f. Available buildings (retail, industrial, commercial) 
g. Available development sites (retail, industrial, commercial) 
h. Key contacts for real estate development 
i. Key contacts for entitlement processing/permitting 
j. Key contacts for utilities 
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2. The Region (through IVEDC) reaches out to current developers to make sure they have the above 
information and makes outreach to the development community in surrounding regions (Yuma, 
Coachella Valley, San Diego and Mexicali) to make them aware of development opportunities. 

 
3. Identify industry specific trade shows for the industries listed below and have a regional presence 

(as an attendee, not an exhibitor) to make direct contact with exhibitors to invite them to explore 
Imperial Valley as a business location. 

a. Food processing 
b. Energy production (and equipment) 
c. Logistics/distribution (including transportation and material handling) 
d. Construction materials (fabrication and distribution) 
e. Call centers (inbound customer service) 
f. Applied biotechnology 

 
4. Make direct contacts to competing areas.  The Imperial County region should also consider direct 

contact with businesses located in certain parts of San Diego County (South County, East County 
and Northeast County).  Each of these regions are rich with small but growing specialized 
manufacturing and assembly companies where the owner/operators are faced with a multitude of 
economic challenges including high rents (versus ability to purchase/own) labor costs, housing 
costs and overregulation. 

 
5. Develop relationship with outside real estate brokers, IVEDC and city economic development 

staff should begin to identify and develop relationships with the commercial real estate 
community in surrounding regions (Coachella Valley, San Diego, and Yuma).  Often times, the 
persons in the best position to help the Imperial County economy are those with a specific 
financial incentive. 

 
6. Regional Tours: on an annual basis, the Imperial County region should host a tour event that 

invites real estate brokers, developers and private businesses from the surrounding areas.  This 
event would include a regional tour (Imperial and Mexicali Valleys) and short introductory 
seminars/outbreaks or similar designed to spur confidence in the community leaders and induce 
economic investment. 

 
Regional Clearinghouses (needed) 

 
There are two additional areas that warrant discussion with respect to regional economic development: the 
State of California Imperial Valley Enterprise Zone (IVEZ) and a Tourism/Film Bureau.  The region needs 
a single clearinghouse entity that can act as a clearinghouse for EZ inquiries and assistance.  The entity’s 
role would be to insure that all current employers within the EZ boundaries are utilizing the benefits 
through direct outreach to both the businesses and financial professionals.  Second, it would act as a referral 
agency working with IVEDC, brokers, developers and cities/county to insure that business prospects are 
aware of the EZ benefits.  This body would also handle EZ required verification and vouchering. 

 
The region is also emerging as a tourist destination for those seeking recreational opportunities involving 
sand or water (Colorado River).  The region may also have an opportunity to host more film and television 
production (including commercials, motion pictures and movie videos).  Imperial County should strongly 
consider retention and expansion of the existing Film Commission or creating a regional film and tourism 
bureau to market the region and coordinate such efforts.  Models of these activities can be found through 
the Palm Springs Desert Resorts Convention and Visitors Authority and through The Inland Empire Film 
Bureau (housed through the Inland Empire Economic Partnership). 

 
 
 



 

 
 

30

 
THREE YEAR REGIONAL MARKETING PLAN 

 
 

Purpose: Provide a three (3) year marketing implementation plan that effectively introduces 
companies to the Imperial County by securing business expansion and relocation. 

 
Success of Marketing Plan: the success of a plan is greatly enhanced when followed and given 
time to produce.  Often times, it takes the same action over and over to create the desired effect.   

 
Phase I: Regional Buy-in and Cooperation (May 1, 2006 to October 31, 2006) 

 
The first phase of the marketing plan is regional buy-in and cooperation.  We recommend that the 
region operate as one with respect to marketing and messaging rather then as many individual 
units.  Therefore, the Imperial Valley must band together under one regional entity for purposes of 
marketing the Valley.  Further, this entity is recommended to be the Imperial Valley Economic 
Development Corporation (IVEDC). 

 
During the first phase, IVEDC must make significant outreach to both public and private 
organizations to accomplish two tasks: 1) educate leaders as to the marketing plan and 2) garner 
financial support from new investors including from the private sector. 

 
Phase II: Research (concurrent with Phase I) 

 
The Economic Development Strategy defines action(s) that need to be taken to further identify 
specific targets.  The research phase challenges the region with these tasks.   

 
1. Food Processing: Meet with agriculture community to look both above and below the 

vertical market to identify specific companies that those in community by from or sell to.  
In case of those that they sell to, target those companies specifically to expand to IV 
region for processing of products. 

2. Energy Generation: Working with the Imperial Irrigation District (IID), The Gas 
Company and energy experts, identify specific companies seeking energy generation 
opportunities that may include geothermal and solar. 

3. Inbound Call Centers: Meet with representatives of AT&T and Adelphia 
Communications cable company to discuss what call centers providers (primary and 
outsourced) can be approached about expanding to Imperial County.  

4. Construction Material Companies: Meet with local homebuilding community, including 
representatives from residential and commercial builders to discuss supply chain and 
subcontractors (especially those servicing the region from Yuma, San Diego and 
Coachella Valley).  Use these identified targets for business expansion outreach. 

5. Logistics (warehouse/distribution): Utilizing the Tri-Valley Alliance, meet with 
representatives of and individual businesses involved in Mexicali’s Maquiladora 
Association to determine their logistic needs within the United States.  This may include 
trucking, equipment repair, warehousing, material handling and customs expertise.  This 
list will form a vertical marketing target. 

6. Specialized Manufacturing/Assembly: During the research phase, begin to establish 
relationships with nationally/regionally known real estate brokerages located in San 
Diego and the Coachella Valley. 
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7. Identify (through the State of California and CALED) site selection consultants working 
in Southern California (or on West Coast). 

8. Market Inventory, during the research phase, the region must establish a system of 
knowing and maintaining a list of inventory that includes the following: 

a. Currently available retail space 
b. Currently available industrial space 
c. Currently available office space 
d. Immediately available land (finished) for development for each of the above 

9. Taking information from tasks 1-6, identify trade shows and industry meetings that will 
occur on an annual basis within reasonable distance from Imperial County (Las Vegas, 
San Diego, Phoenix, Los Angeles, etc.). 

10. Create Regional Economic Profile using proposal system previously provided to IVEDC 
as packaging system for introducing region.   

11. Identify through San Diego State University or California State University San Marcos 
business internship opportunities to have assistance in outreach opportunities. 

 
Phase III: Outreach Phase 

 
Industry Trade Shows: 

 
IVEDC, working in coordination with representatives of the county, cities, utility companies and 
private development community, attend industry trade shows to directly contact companies that 
produce goods and services in line with above research.  Use regional profile along with direct 
selling techniques from the private sector development providers.  

 
Regional Real Estate Broker Community: 

 
Relationships must be established and maintained between the Imperial County region and the real 
estate community in surrounding regions.  Real Estate Brokers are similar to insurance agents with 
respect to their book of business.  If brokers know the Imperial County exists and the potential 
opportunities, they will work in earnest with their clients when a profit motive is in place for them 
and their client. 

 
The region should also host, on an annual basis, a one or two day event that brings in the 
surrounding area broker community to tour the region, play golf (or recreate in another fashion) 
and meet local business and community leaders.  These relationship building sessions are the 
absolute best way to build an economy. 

 
The site selection community must be cultivated similar to the real estate brokers.  Regional 
leaders should not only include site selectors in regional tour events but also endeavor to meet with 
site selectors on an annual basis for one-on-one meetings.  It should be planned that IVEDC 
representatives go to the site selector community to meet with them on their turf. (most of these 
professionals are located in major cities in the Pacific Southwest). 

  
Growth from Within:   

 
Most economic development experts preach that it is easier to expand and retain what you have 
then to recruit new.  This statement has proven to be true over and over.  This said, the Imperial 
Valley region must have a plan in which the current business community has a strong line of 



 

 
 

32

communication with local leaders.  This communication is often the difference in a company 
expanding within a region or looking elsewhere.  It should also be noted, that often times there are 
perceptions from local businesses that local government is not responsive to their needs.  The 
following action step keeps this in mind. 

 
1. The region as a whole needs to identify there top 250 private businesses and classify 

them by business type. 
2. A set of regional leaders (IVEDC, CCBRES, Chambers, Utility Companies, and 

City/County Staff) should create a plan to meet with each of these businesses once a year.  
If the regional leadership team is large enough, then a person is not committing 
themselves to more then a few interviews annually. 

3. Information gained from these interviews should include understanding how a business is 
generally doing, how recruitments are being filled, plans to expand and issues (or 
perceptions of) with local governments.   

4. Regional leaders should then meet to share this information in an aggregate sense so that 
the education community and local government have a better sense of how the economy 
is doing and what business opportunities lay within the region. 

 
Measuring Marketing Effectiveness 

 
Measure of Effectiveness: It shall be the goal of this plan to generate a $50 economic impact to $1 
return on investment.  This return is measured by taking the sum of: (a) the capital investment of a 
company (value of new building or lease of a current building); and (b) two (2) times the projected 
first year payroll and dividing it by the amount of money spent on marketing. 

 
Example of Measure:  Over a three (3) year time period, a total of eight (8) companies expand or 
relocate partially as a result of the marketing efforts.  The companies invest a total of $6 million in 
buildings/leases and have a total payroll of eighty (80) employees at an annually payroll of $2 
million ($25,000 per employee).  Over the same period, the region spends $250,000 directly on 
marketing.  Therefore, the return on investment would be $8 million divided by $250,000 which is 
a 32:1 ratio.  Another way of characterizing this is that for every $1 the region utilizes to market, it 
generates $32 of economic impact.   

 
Note: The return on investment calculation does not take into consideration that these companies 
continue to operate within the region for many years. 

 
USE OF INCENTIVES AND INCENTIVE ZONES 

 
There are a variety of local, state and federal incentives that are offered by various communities 
throughout the nation.  Opinions regarding the effectiveness of incentives vary.  In general there 
are two important categories of incentives; financial and technical.  Financial incentives are used 
to entice companies to expand or relocate within specific communities, regions or zones while 
technical incentives are utilizes to help create certainty in the entitlement or permitting process.  
The most successful incentive packages are those that are performance based rather then 
speculative.  This limits the exposure of local governments and helps to insure that businesses 
interested in expanding or relocating are properly capitalized.   
 
Incentive Zones (including the recently enacted State of California Imperial Valley Enterprise 
Zone) can play an important role in helping entice companies to make additional economic 
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investments through expansion and/or relocation.  Since the regional enterprise zone within 
Imperial County crosses multiple jurisdictional boundaries, it is important that the local agencies 
work cooperatively and approach business attraction through the motto, “No matter where the 
job is created, everyone benefits”.  This approach allows the respective agencies to seek a better 
leverage on their financial resources and decreases parochialism within the region.  It is 
recommended that the region utilize the Imperial Valley Economic Development Corporation 
(IVEDC) as a clearing house to operate the Imperial Valley Enterprise Zone from both a 
marketing and implementation aspect in an effort to both unite the region and be a catalyst for 
introducing the private sector to the benefits of the Zone.   
 
The California Association for Local Economic Development (CALED) has often reported that 
technical assistance is more important to most companies than financial incentives.  Technical 
assistance is the process of having clear concise entitlement and permitting process along with 
professional staff that shepherd projects through planning and building departments.   
 
A noted exception with respect to financial incentives is with respect to utility costs.  In recent 
years utility costs have become the fourth highest cost most businesses pay on a monthly basis 
(behind labor, materials and labor).   To the extent that the Imperial Irrigation District can assist 
companies interested in making economic investment through a combination of financial and 
technical assistance (especially with respect to infrastructure development), the region will 
prosper.   
 

CONCLUSION 
 

Imperial County has long been characterized as an agriculture community that suffered from 
high unemployment and poverty rates lacking educational and career opportunities.  In recent 
times, there has been greater economic investment in the region as Southern California continues 
to expand and the economy of Mexicali prospered.   
 
Today, the economy can be described as one in a renaissance.  New investment is beginning to 
come to the region.  Educational resources are increasing and there is a greater expectation being 
placed on the youth of the region. 
 
Regional leaders (both business and political) have stated that an expanded and diversified 
economy is desired for the region to continue to prosper.  At the same time, many business 
leaders point to a lack of qualified labor as a major disadvantage to their individual businesses 
and the region as a whole.   
 
Imperial County must focus on two fundamentals to prosper.  First, educational attainment must 
become a household word, and EVERY member of the community must focus on not only 
graduating the youth from high school but expecting them to continue with additional education 
and training, whether through the college/university system or through a trade/technical school.  
There is a historic and real correlation between educational attainment in a region and economic 
success. 
 
Second, the region must work together for the economy to flourish.  Governmental feuds must 
come to an end and business, political and community leaders must work through a single entity 
to both address issues within this strategy.  The region has some great economic opportunities 
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that equate to an overall increase of wealth for the residents and businesses.  This said, the 
region’s economic development efforts must be cooperative, consistent and long-term in nature. 
 
Teamwork of business, political and community leaders and improvement in educational 
attainment will create a more prosperous economy for the entire Imperial county region. 
 



 

 
 

35

STATEMENT OF SOURCES 
 

The following sources were utilized and or consulted in the creation of this economic development strategy: 
 
 
 

United State Census 
United State Department of Agriculture 
State of California Employment Development Department 
State of California Board of Equalization 
University of California at Berkeley 
San Diego State University-Imperial Valley Campus 
San Diego State University 
CCBRES 
Imperial Valley College 
Imperial Irrigation District 
Imperial County Superintendent of Schools 
Imperial Valley Regional Occupational Program 
County of Imperial 
City of Brawley 
City of Calexico 
City of Calipatria 
City of El Centro 
City of Heber 
City of Holtville 
City of Imperial 
City of Westmorland 
Community of Salton City 
Community of Winterhaven 
Calexico Economic Development Commission 
Brawley Economic Development Corporation 
El Centro Chamber of Commerce 
Dataquick 
Kosmont-Rose Institute Cost of Doing Business Survey 
Kleppner-Advertising Procedures 
Southern California Gas Company 
SBC 
Point 7 West Media  
Palm Springs Desert Resorts Convention & Visitors Authority 
Inland Empire Economic Partnership 
Coachella Valley Economic Partnership 
Cal Energy 
Duggins Construction 
Claritas 
Holly Sugar Company 
Brawley Beef Company 
Imperial Valley Economic Development Corporation 
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MAP OF REGIONS/COMMUNITIES USED FOR COMPARATIVE PUR POSES 
 


