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Blending old and new
Western North Carolina is growing its economy and welcoming new businesses, 

such as craft brewing, by leveraging existing assets and traditional industries.

Asheville-Buncombe Technical Community College created its Craft Beverage Institute of the Southeast to supply a qualified workforce to 

western North Carolina’s growing craft-beer industry.

T
hree of the country’s largest craft-beer brewers 

— Longmont, Colo.-based Oskar Blues 

Brewing Co.; Chico, Calif.-based Sierra Nevada 

Brewing Co.; and Fort Collins, Colo.-based 

New Belgium Brewing Co. — each chose western North 

Carolina for their first East Coast brewery. They were 

attracted over the last four years, in part, by abundant 

water and a hip vibe that’s favored by their employees and 

customers. When New Belgium, the latest to open, reaches 

full production in 2020, the companies will employ more 

than 500 people in Henderson, Buncombe and Transylva-

nia counties. 

These brewers, along with dozens of smaller ones, 

generate payroll, attract tourism dollars and make western 

North Carolina the epicenter of the state’s beer industry. 

According to a National Beer Wholesalers Association 
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High Quality, 
Affordable Health Care. 

Sometimes, it really does exist.

Blue Cross and Blue Shield of North Carolina selected Pardee as a Blue Distinction Center Plus for total knee 
and total hip replacement. That means that in addition to demonstrating expertise in knee and hip replacement 

surgeries, Pardee is on average 20% more cost-efficient as compared to other hospitals.

Why go anywhere else?

Blue Distinction Centers (BDC) met overall quality measures for patient safety and outcomes, developed with input from the medical community. A Local Blue Plan may require additional criteria for facilities located in its 
own service area; for details, contact your Local Blue Plan. Blue Distinction Centers+ (BDC+) also met cost measures that address consumers’ need for affordable healthcare. Each facility’s cost of care is evaluated using 
data from its Local Blue Plan. Facilities in CA, ID, NY, PA, and WA may lie in two Local Blue Plans’ areas, resulting in two evaluations for cost of care; and their own Local Blue Plans decide whether one or both cost of care 

evaluation(s) must meet BDC+ national criteria. National criteria for BDC and BDC+ are displayed on www.bcbs.com. Individual outcomes may vary. For details on a provider’s in-network status or your own policy’s coverage, 
contact your Local Blue Plan and ask your provider before making an appointment. Neither Blue Cross and Blue Shield Association nor any Blue Plans are responsible for non-covered charges or other losses or damages 

resulting from Blue Distinction or other provider finder information or care received from Blue Distinction or other providers.

pardeehospital.org
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study, the industry added $7.8 billion to the 

state’s economy, created 26,000 jobs and 

generated $213 million in state and local 

taxes in 2014, the last year for which figures 

are available. 

Not long after the three breweries an-

nounced or opened their plants, Asheville-

Buncombe Technical Community College 

released plans for its Craft Beverage 

Institute of the Southeast, a degree-based 

program that supports skilled positions in 

the craft-brewing industry. This past spring, 

the institute graduated its second class, 28 

people, with associate degrees in brew-

ing, fermentation and distillation. Their 

knowledge and skills cover craft beverages; 

growing hops and grapevines; marketing, 

sales and supplier organizations; restaurants 

and hotels; and new-business development. 

Most will likely take jobs at local brewer-

ies or wineries, says Jeff Irvin, depart-

ment chairman. In addition to the degree 

program, the institute offers continuing 

education and custom training for busi-

nesses. Blue Ridge Community College in 

Transylvania County has a similar program. 

The craft-beer industry is a new recipe 

for success in western North Carolina. It 

joins other newcomers, including auto 

and aerospace components and outdoor-

recreation gear. They may seem like strange 

bedfellows, but these businesses and others 

are reaching critical mass from the foothills 

to the mountain high country, benefiting 

from the region’s natural resources, respon-

sive workforce development and existing 

industries, including one of the state’s old-

est: agriculture.

Companies are opening to support the 

region’s growing craft-brewing industry. 

They can’t make beer without yeast or 

hops, but it costs money and takes time 

to bring those ingredients from the West 

Coast, Northeast or Rockies, regions that 

have been brewery bastions for decades. 

Asheville-based Riverbend Malt House 

LLC provides the region’s craft brewers and 

distillers with malt made from locally and 

sustainably farmed grains. Founded in 2010, 

it was among the first craft-malt roasters in 

the South. In 2014, the company expanded, 

adding racks for bulk-grain storage, a 

custom-designed kiln, additional safety 

features, and a partially automated cleaning 

and packaging system. The equipment 

allows Riverbend to diversify its products 

and offer 1-ton sacks of malt, which better 

Forty percent of San Diego-based White Labs Inc.’s customers, including craft brewers and distillers, are on the East Coast. It will open a lab, 

tasting room and distribution center in Asheville this year.

Provided By economic develoPment coalition asheville-BuncomBe county
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meet growing demand. And by working 

with state resources, such as the N.C. 

State Cooperative Extension Service, it 

has grown its network of farmers that 

cultivate the more than 120 acres of grain 

needed annually. “We’re building a supply 

chain and innovation infrastructure for 

the industry here,” says Ben Teague, Ashe-

ville Area Chamber of Commerce’s senior 

vice president and executive director for 

economic development.

San Diego-based White Labs Inc., 

which supplies yeast and consultation to 

breweries, wineries and distilleries, will 

open a lab, tasting room and distribution 

center later this year in Asheville. The city 

has more breweries per capita than any 

in the U.S. and was crowned BeerCity 

USA four consecutive years. White Labs 

President and CEO Chris White told the 

Asheville Citizen-Times that the project will 

create 65 jobs and require an $8.1 million 

investment over five years. “We’re excited. 

We hope to add to Asheville’s community 

of craft brewing.” About 40% of its custom-

ers are on the East Coast. “Being local will 

enable us to best serve them and lower our 

corporate carbon footprint.”

Local economic developers say the 

region’s workforce is resourceful and 

self-sufficient, traits it inherited from the 

Scotch-Irish. They settled western North 

Carolina two centuries ago, when mountain 

communities were isolated. They had to 

make almost everything they needed from 

what they had on hand. Today, workforce-

development programs at several com-

munity colleges teach the skills workers 

need to thrive in new industries. Asheville-

Buncombe Technical Community College, 

for example, recently opened its Compos-

ites Training Center of Excellence. 

Evendale, Ohio-based GE Aviation 

is ramping up component production 

for its new LEAP jet engines at plants in 

Asheville and West Jefferson. The engines 

are lighter and last longer, which reduces 

maintenance and replacement costs for air-

lines. They’ll start rolling off the production 

line later this year, destined for aircraft built 

by France-based Airbus SAS, Chicago-

based The Boeing Co. and others.

A-B Tech’s center will train workers 

for GE Aviation’s expansion. It has 5,000 

square feet of hands-on classroom and 

lab space filled with state-of-the-art ma-

chinery. Courses, which include lessons 

in aerospace and structural composites, 

introduce students to manufacturing pro-

cesses and material manipulation such as 

cutting and lay up. The center was funded 

with $1.3 million from the state. Rocky 

Mount-based Golden LEAF Foundation, 

which distributes money from the state’s 

national tobacco settlement to economic-

development projects, contributed about 

$200,000. “This is a fantastic space,” 

Michael Meguiar, GE Aviation Asheville 

plant leader, said in a statement. “We 

really feel A-B Tech is an extension of the 

GE Aviation family. We are excited about 

where we are going.”

Provided By Watauga county Planning & insPections and economic develoPment

Health care and education remain western North Carolina’s largest employers.

Provided By aPPalachian ski mountain

Skiing is one of many outdoor activities in western North Carolina that help attract the 

type of workers the region’s newest industries want.
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Students in UNC Asheville’s Mechatronics Engineering Program study mechanical, electrical and computer engineering, giving them the 

skills to thrive in today’s workplace.

The LEAP component line will employ 

more than 600 people within five years. 

Some of those workers will train near 

West Jefferson, where Wilkes Community 

College also has played an integral role in 

supporting GE’s expansion. The production 

line here will eventually have a staff of 105, 

most of them Level 1 machinists. Initially, 

GE Aviation was concerned that it wouldn’t 

be able to find enough qualified workers 

within commuting distance of the plant, 

says Ginger Shaffer, the college’s direc-

tor of workforce development. But those 

concerns proved unfounded thanks to the 

college’s recruitment efforts, which, as with 

all custom training, is offered to businesses 

at no cost. 

GE’s training package also helped 

current employees who will transition to 

the new production line, Shaffer says. To 

date, all 143 incumbent workers have begun 

training. “The West Jefferson team will play 

a vital role in the next generation of aircraft 

engines, and we’re proud to be a part of 

it,” Tim Tucker, GE’s West Jefferson plant 

leader, said in a statement.

Western North Carolina has caught 

the eye of Demmel Inc., the U.S. subsidiary 

of Germany-based Demmel AG. It chose 

East Flat Rock for its first U.S. factory, which 

will produce auto parts and emblems using 

metal stamping, printing and injection-

molding processes. It was drawn to the 

region because of its proximity to German 

automaker BMW AG’s factory in South 

Carolina, which is a short drive down Inter-

state 26, a labor  pool with fabrication expe-

rience and what the company’s managing 

director calls “great similarities to our home 

in the mountains of Bavaria.” Demmel will 

create 50 jobs over the next five years and 

invest $4 million. 

Demmel isn’t the only European 

company in western North Carolina. Ger-

man company Putsch & Co., which makes 

processing equipment for the sugar beet 

industry, opened in Asheville about 40 years 

ago. “Henderson County has a heritage in 

metals and plastics production in the au-

tomotive sector, as well as a strong history 

of attracting German and other European 

economic develoPment coalition asheville-BuncomBe county
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Snapshot

THE WEST

Explore 

world-
class 
cuisine and 
recreation    

I
f you can look past the views that the Great Smoky and Blue Ridge 

mountains provide, you’ll find a region full of adventure. Forests 

and parks, including the state’s first that protects the highest 

peak in the East, Mount Mitchell, offer camping, mountain biking 

and hiking. The Blue Ridge Parkway winds along 470 miles, offering 

overlooks and encounters with local wildlife. The region’s largest city, 

Asheville, is a foodie’s paradise and was named Beer City USA four 

times. Tour Biltmore Estate, the country’s largest home, which was 

built by George Vanderbilt. In the High Peaks, you’ll find shopping in 

Boone and Blowing Rock and a large arts district in West Jefferson. 

The region has four distinct seasons, including a winter with enough 

snow and cold to support six ski resorts.

Main industries

Counties
Alexander
Alleghany
Ashe
Avery
Buncombe
Burke

Caldwell
Cherokee
Clay
Graham
Haywood
Henderson

Jackson
Macon
McDowell
Mitchell
Polk
Rutherford

Swain
Transylvania
Watauga
Wilkes
Yancey

Recent economic 
announcements:
(Company, jobs, investment, industry sector, county)

•	 GF Linamar LLC 
350, $217 million, automotive, Henderson

•	 Krystal Engineering  
82, $20.9 million, automotive, Caldwell

•	 U.S. Precision Construction  
40, $6.6 million, Rutherford

•	 Demmel AG 
50, $4.3 million, automotive, Henderson 

•	 Meridian Specialty Yarn Group Inc.  
25, $8.5 million, textiles, Burke  

•	Aerospace and 
defense

•	Furniture

•	Brewing
•	Data centers
•	Tourism

•	Advanced  
manufacturing

•	Christmas trees

Transportation assets
•	Interstates 26 and 40

•	Ashe County Airport

•	Asheville Regional Airport

•	Avery County Airport

•	Foothills Regional Airport

•	Macon County Airport

•	Western Carolina Regional Airport

•	Rutherford County Airport

•	Wilkes County Airport 

Attractions and events
•	Lake Eden Arts Festival, Asheville-Black Mountain 
•	Merlefest, Wilkesboro
•	An Appalachian Summer Festival, Boone
•	Sliding Rock, Transylvania County
•	West Jefferson Arts District, West Jefferson
•	Grandfather Mountain Highland Games, Linville
•	Biltmore Estate, Asheville 
•	Tail of the Dragon, Deals Gap near Robbinsville
•	Tryon International Equestrian Center, Mill Spring
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companies,” says Adam Shealy, Henderson 

County Partnership for Economic Develop-

ment board of directors chairman and a 

partner at Asheville-based The Van Winkle 

Law Firm.

GF Linamar LLC is a joint venture of 

Switzerland-based GF Automotive and 

Canada-based Linamar Corp. It will open 

a $217 million manufacturing plant in 

Mills River in mid-2017 that will employ 

350 people. It will join Linamar’s plant in 

Skyland, which employs 200 people. 

The new factory will make powertrain, 

drivetrain and structural components for 

cars and other vehicles using aluminum 

die casting. The parts are lighter, which 

make the vehicles that use them more fuel 

efficient. The average annual payroll is 

expected to be $16.7 million, says Andrew 

Tate, president of the Henderson County 

Partnership for Economic Development. 

“It’s not often that an economic-devel-

opment project has the potential to be 

transformative, but this one does.”  

U.S. manufacturers are attracted to 

the region, too. Auburn Hills, Mich.-based 

BorgWarner Inc., for example, will build a 

new turbocharger line for cars and off-road 

vehicles at its Buncombe County plant, cre-

ating 154 jobs with annual salaries of about 

$75,000 by 2019.

Advanced manufacturing is growing in 

Caldwell County. Earlier this year, Titusville, 

Fla.-based Krystal Engineering LLC an-

nounced it was opening a production plant 

in Granite Falls, which it chose over com-

munities in South Carolina and Virginia. 

It grows crystals that are used in a variety 

of aerospace, automotive, medical and 

telecommunications products. Over the 

next five years, Krystal plans to invest about 

$21 million and create 82 full-time jobs 

that pay an average annual salary of about 

$60,000, nearly double the county’s average 

annual wage of about $33,000. “By landing a 

company like Krystal Engineering, it shows 

that Caldwell County is more than capable 

of competing for high-technology oppor-

tunities,” says Deborah Murray, Caldwell 

County Economic Development Com-

mission executive director. “The advanced 

Chetola is already known for its beauty, charm, 

amenities and celebrated service.  But did you 

know that we are well known for hosting amazing 

meetings with oustanding attention to detail?

With versatile event space accommodating up to 

200 people, we are committed to providing you 

with a personalized meeting experience from 

our fi rst conversation to check out and beyond. 

Chetola Resort

at Blowing Rock

800-243-8652 | Chetola.com

Meetings are our passion.  
We look forward to hosting yours.  
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manufacturing jobs that will be created 

are what every other county and state in 

the nation would love to have.”

Lenoir-based Bakers Waste Equip-

ment Inc. is renovating its 300,000-square-

foot hometown factory, creating 40 jobs in 

the process. The company, which makes 

metal containers and compactors for the 

waste disposal industry, is investing about 

$2.5 million.

Education and health care are the 

largest employers in most western North 

Carolina communities and have been for 

many years. A new building in Boone will 

consolidate Appalachian State University’s 

Beaver College of Health Sciences under 

one roof. The $79 million building — made 

possible in part by a donation from alum 

Donald C. Beaver, CEO of Conover-based 

Universal Health Care Inc. — includes space 

for undergraduate and master’s programs 

in nursing, speech pathology, social work 

and health promotion. Another perk: 

Consolidating the college’s operations into 

one building frees space for the growth or 

creation of other university programs.

The college is home to 3,300 students 

and 160 faculty and staff, making it the 

university’s second-largest. The building 

site is adjacent to Watauga Medical Center, 

which, along with a new zoning designa-

tion, is the start of a medical park that will 

welcome physician practices and other 

health care-related businesses, says Joe 

Furman, Watauga County’s economic-de-

velopment director. “This new building will 

be a catalyst for change to enhance health 

and economic development by revitalizing 

and expanding the proposed medical health 

district,” UNC System President Margaret 

Spellings said at the recent dedication.  

UNC Asheville’s mechatronics 

program, in conjunction with N.C. State 

University, teaches precision computer con-

trol over mechanical and electrical systems. 

Graduates are employed at Asheville-based 

AvL Technologies and Eaton Corp., an Irish 

company with plants in North Carolina. 

A longtime popular retirement retreat, 

western North Carolina is becoming a 

mecca for millennials. Their numbers are 

Provided By Boone area chamBer of commerce

Tourism in western North Carolina is more than sightseeing. It’s a big reason why more 

outdoor-gear manufacturers are choosing to locate in the region.
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COMMUNITY COLLEGE

•	Home	to	more	than	100	degrees,	diplomas,	and	
certificates	and	five	transfer	programs

•	Serves	more	than	15,000	curriculum	and	
continuing	education	students	annually

•	Advanced	manufacturing	training	supports	
thousands	of	incumbent	workers	each	year

•	NCWorks	Career	Centers	on	both	campuses

•	Small	Business	Center	ranks	fifth	in	the	state	
for	its	top	performance

•	Total	economic	impact	each	year	of	more	than	
$129	million;	14%	annual	return	on	investment		
for	taxpayers

Proudly serving 
Henderson	and	Transylvania	Counties	
since 1969 blueridge.edu

Provided By sylvansPort

Some customers of Brevard-based camping trailer builder SylvanSport LLC pick up their purchase at the headquarters and use it immediately.
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YOUR DREAMS
OUR MISSION

Associate of Applied Science Degree in Brewing, Distillation & 
Fermentation. Continuing Education Business of Beer & Beer 
Styles Navigator Certification Courses and other Non-Credit 

Brewing Courses. Learn more at abtech.edu/cbi. 

ASHEVILLE •  MADISON •  ENKA •  SOUTH •  WOODFIN

 (828) 398-7900 •  ABTECH.EDU 

5 Reasons to Bring Your Business to Watauga County,

home of Appalachian State University

1. Location-Location-Location

2. Education Focus

3. Culture of Entrepreneurship and Creativity

4. Outstanding Quality of Life

5. Commercial  Hub of Northwestern NC

Watauga County Office of Economic Development.

(828) 264-3082, www.wataugaedc.org

Take Your Business To Higher Ground!

Photo Credit: Matt Powell Productions

growing five times faster than any other 

demographic in Buncombe and Hender-

son counties. Most companies, especially 

lifestyle businesses such as craft beer and 

outdoor gear, see a population that skews 

young as an asset because they want 

to locate or expand where they find the 

amenities desired by their employees and 

customers. These same amenities also feed 

into the region’s tourism industry. People 

who love the outdoors, for example, move 

to the region, and then they turn their pas-

sion into profits by making products or of-

fering services that foster visitor spending.

A prime example is Brevard-based 

SylvanSport LLC, which manufactures 

pop-up camping trailers. Tom Dempsey 

loved the mountains and already had 

started — and sold — one outdoor-rec-

reation company, Fletcher-based kayak-

maker Liquidlogic, before he came up with 

the idea for the Go. It is marketed toward 

campers, cyclists, anglers and paddlers who 

want a convenient way to take their gear 

and lodging with them. They are so light 

that a Toyota Prius can tow one. 

SylvanSport employs about 15 people, 

and Dempsey plans to keep hiring. It’s one 

of the largest companies in the region’s bur-

geoning outdoor-recreation gear industry, 

whose trade association — the Outdoor 

Gear Builders of Western North Carolina, 

which was co-founded by Dempsey — has 

30 members. Other companies in the as-

sociation make and customize mountain 

bikes, produce fly-fishing tackle, and make 

rock climbing harnesses and other equip-

ment. Together, they employ about 475 and 

invest $6 million annually within the region.

Although the Go is sold at dealer-

ships, some customers, especially those 

who don’t live near one, elect to pick up 

their purchase at the company’s headquar-

ters and immediately begin using it. While 

he’s glad to boost tourism in his backyard, 

he’s more concerned with sustaining an 

economy that makes items that people 

want to buy. “What I like about our com-

pany is how we’re helping to bring back 

manufacturing so that our area is about 

more than just tourism.” 


