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2023 Winter EIN is Now Available

Article by Taylor Dellinger

The latest issue of the Economic Indicators Newsletter (EIN) addresses Hickory Metropolitan Statistical Area
(MSA) unemployment rates, Hickory Metro gross state tax collections, Hickory MSA job flow patterns and Hickory
MSA migration patterns based on IRS Returns. Highlights include:

* The Hickory MSA's unemployment rate decreased the national inflation rate from second quarter 2019

from 3.6% in October 2022 to 3.3% in October 2023.

Between October 2022 and October 2023, the
estimated number of employed persons increased
from 169,466 to 171,104 (1,638), while the civilian
labor force grew from 175,716 to 176,889 (1,173).

Average annual Hickory MSA wages grew from
$40,924 in 2018 to $50,440 in 2022.

Hickory MSA employment equaled 154,229 in
second quarter 2023 compared to 153,742 in second
quarter 2019 (pre-pandemic). The Hickory MSA was
one of 12 metro areas in the State that experienced
employment gains over the past four years.

Nine of the 15 Hickory MSA industry sectors had more
employment in second quarter 2023 than in second
quarter 2019. Transportation and warehousing had
the most employment growth (598 jobs) of any
Hickory MSA industries over the past four years.

* Average weekly wages grew in the Hickory MSA
from $783 in second quarter 2019 to $960 in second
quarter 2023. The 22.6% increase was higher than

to 2023 (19.1%).

The largest average weekly wage gains since second
quarter 2019 occurred in professional, scientific
and technical services ($318 per week increase),
administrative and support services ($225 a week
increase), and real estate/rental/leasing ($217 a
week increase).

As of 2022, about 14 out of 15 households in the
Hickory MSA had a computer. The number of
households with a computer in the Hickory MSA has
increased by 19.1% (or 22,574) since 2017.

American Community Results for 2017 indicated
that more than 22,700 households in the Hickory
MSA did not have a computer. In 2022, less than
10,500 households in the Hickory MSA did not have
computer access.

Over 87% of households in the Hickory MSA had
a computer with one or more types of broadband
internet subscriptions (cellular data, cable, fiber
optic, DSL or satellite) in 2022 compared to 78.5%

with broadband internet subscription in 2017.

To download a copy of the Winter 2023 EIN click here (https://conta.cc/4bCu51F).

WPCOG Assists with NC Commerce Building Reuse Grants

Article by Paul Teague

WPCOG staff worked with the City of Morganton and the City of
Newton to secure a pair of NC Commerce Building Reuse Grants
to create 35 new, full-time jobs, resulting in more than $3.4 million
in private investment.

The City of Morganton received a $200,000 grant on behalf ( :H A DDO( :K

of Chaddock Furniture, a third-generation custom furniture
manufacturer that has been in operation since 1958. The company
plans to renovate its 287,000-square-foot facility and create 25
full-time jobs. The overall investment is just under $1 million.
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Meanwhile, the City of Newton received a $50,000 grant on behalf of Backstreets Bar and Grill. The restaurant - a
staple in Hickory for over 25 years - is renovating a vacant, 12,000-square-foot building in downtown Newton and
creating at least ten new, full-time jobs. The private investment is more than $2.4 million.

Also assisting on the grants were Burke Development, Inc., and the Economic Development Partnership of North
Carolina. The WPCOG will manage the grants on behalf of the municipalities.




Case Joins WPCOG Economic Development Team

Article by Paul Teague

The WPCOG recently hired Kyle Case to join the organization’s
Community and Economic Development team.

A Lenoir resident, Case recently worked for the Appalachian Regional
Commission as a Community & Economic Development Planner
with the North Carolina Department of Commerce. Case served a
12-county region in that role and assisted local governments and
non-profit partners in communications and networking resources,
technical assistance and research, project and program development,
strategic planning, downtown revitalization, and grant review.

In his new role as a WPCOG Community and Economic Development
Administrator, Case works closely with local government partners
to assist with grant writing, grant administration, and project
development.

His previous experience also includes serving as the City of Lenoir’s
Main Street Program Coordinator, where he was a part of downtown
revitalization efforts.

A native of Lenoir, Case is a graduate of the University of North Carolina at Wilmington with a B.A. in cultural
anthropology. He later earned a Master of Public Administration from Appalachian State University.

“We are excited to have Kyle join our team,” WPCOG Community and Economic Development Director Ben Willis
said. “Kyle grew up in this area and has great working relationships with our local officials. He will be a great asset
for us as an organization and the entire region the WPCOG represents.”

Case and his wife, Lindsey, live in downtown Lenoir with two cats - Mr. Mustard and Maxwell - and a dog, Zoe. A
huge fan of singer Jason Isbell, Case and his wife have seen him perform live five times. The couple also enjoys
traveling and recently took a trip to the United Kingdom and Ireland.

NCWorks Career Center Welcomes New Team Member

Article by Charity Hamber Patterson

Western Piedmont Workforce Development Board would like to welcome
the new members of our NCWorks Career Center team!

Terry Davis, Career Advisor
NCWorks Career Center - Catawba

Terry resides in Alexander County and has lived in western North Carolina
since graduating from Appalachian State University. Terry says, “I have a
passion for helping people and want to use this passion to help people
reach their potential. I think I have found an excellent place to do this.”



Healthy Aging

Article by Ashelin McCoy

According to the National Council on Aging
(NCOA), falls are the leading cause of fatal
and nonfatal injuries for older Americans,
with more than 1 in 4 Americans aged
65+ falling each year. By 2030, the cost of
treating fall-related injuries is expected to
increase to more than $101 billion. Falls
also have a large impact on quality of life.
More and more older adults fear falling, so
they limit their activities and engagements,
which can lead to further physical decline,
depression, social isolation, and feelings
of helplessness. While the facts may
be alarming, there are evidence-based
programs available in your community that
can help reduce the risk of falls.

The Area Agency on Aging partners with local community agencies, such as the senior centers, to provide programs,
including A Matter of Balance, Tai Chi for Arthritis and Falls Prevention, and Walk with Ease. The classes are FREE
and offered to people aged 60 or older. Since the health promotion classes are evidence-based, you can expect
measurable results of improved quality of life by the end of the class.

A Matter of Balance is an evidence-based program that recognizes the risk of falling and highlights real-world
coping strategies to reduce the fear of falls. In the workshop, participants can shift their thoughts about falls to see
that falls can be controllable. Throughout the A Matter of Balance workshop, participants will have an opportunity
to establish realistic goals to increase their physical activity. The workshop will provide each participant with
exercises that focus on balance and strength that participants can do in the comfort of their home. A Matter of
Balance also works with participants to change their views about falls and provides ways for older adults to reduce
their fall risk.

Tai Chi for Arthritis and Fall Prevention is recognized worldwide for its health benefits. Focusing on three main
principles of movement control, weight transfer, and mind and body integration, Tai Chi increases balance and
reduces falls. The first principle of movement control encourages slow, smooth, and continuous movements so
that participants can increase their internal muscle strength without causing too much tension in their bodies
and joints. The second principle, weight transfer, allows participants to focus on weight transfer with each step,
therefore helping improve overall mobility, coordination, and balance. The third principle, integration of body and
mind, encourages finding a balanced connection between the mind and body. With a balanced mind and body,
participants can focus on relaxation and continue to build confidence as they gain strength.

Walk with Ease is a group walking program that encourages participants to start walking and stay motivated to
keep active. During the six-week program, participants meet three times a week as a group. Each session begins
with a health education session followed by stretching exercises, then a 10 - 35 minute walk.

There are additional health promotion classes taught around chronic diseases and diabetes. For more information
on those classes, please visit www.wpcog.org/health-promotion-programs. You can also visit www.ncoa.org
and www.standingstrongnc.org for more information and resources on fall prevention, where you can find a
simple 2-minute evaluation to assess your fall risk.

For more information, please visit www.wpcogaaa.org or contact Ashelin McCoy at 828-485-4257.

Reference: National Council on Aging (2023, March 13). Get the Facts on Falls Prevention. Ncoa.org. Retrieved December 20, 2023, from
https://www.ncoa.org/article/get-the-facts-on-falls-prevention



2023 Reach Graduates: Overview of Accomplishments

Article by Kim Duncan

WPCOG's Regional Housing Authority (RHA) offers a Family Self-Sufficiency (FSS) program called REACH to the
families it serves. FSS gives participants the opportunity to set goals that will move their lives in a positive direction,
such as going to school or improving their credit. Finding suitable employment is the primary goal that HUD
requires each participant to complete in order to graduate from the program.

In 2023, twelve participants successfully graduated from WPCOG's REACH program. The age range of the graduates
spanned from 30 to 47 years old.
Goals competed by the 2023 graduates during their time in the FSS program:

+ Eight participated in credit counseling

* One received a full expungement

+ Four worked with Legal Aid, primarily to find out when they can pursue an expungement

+ Eight completed a certification or degree

* Four of those students received scholarships to fund their training

* Three obtained their GED or HiSet (high school diploma)

* Two completed a homebuyer education workshop

Eleven participants ended the program working in a new job. One stayed with the company she was with when she
enrolled but increased her pay by obtaining a new certified skill.

Twelve new participants enrolled in 2023 so the program ended the year with a total of 53 families participating
in REACH.

“While all participants must be employed to complete the program, last year 11 participants graduated after
finding new jobs and one expanded her skillset and increased her wages in the job she had. That makes 2023 feel
like a really positive year for the program,” said Kim Duncan, REACH coordinator.

For more information about the REACH program, contact Kim Duncan at 828.485.4299 or kim.duncan@wpcog.org.
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Carolina Across 100: Qur State, Our Work: Forum

Article by Charity Hamber Patterson

Workforce Development Staff attended a statewide summit that gave critical supporters insights into the work,
research, progress and lived experiences of Opportunity Youth (16-24-year-olds who are both not working and not
in school) in North Carolina. The forum offered an opportunity to center their experiences, learn how to engage in
this work, reimagine outcomes for these young people, and explore what this will mean for communities and their
economic development, workforce readiness, health, and more.

Article by Charity Hamber Patterson

Haziel was confused and unsure about what path he should take. As the summer
fast approached and was soon over, he realized he was still uncertain of what to
do. To his surprise, he soon heard from the NextGen Business Rep, Thomas Adams,
about an opportunity to intern at Carolina Caring.

As Haziel shares, “My name is Haziel Dominguez. I am in college and pursuing a
career in healthcare management. I remember meeting with Thomas at the end of
my senior year and discussing what internships interested me. I wasn't sure what
I wanted to do or if I would even land an internship in some setting that caught
my attention. As time passed during the summer, Thomas told me he had gotten
in contact with a Hospice Care Center called Carolina Caring, which was the best
thing that has happened to me. I was struggling with what I wanted to do with my
life after I had graduated high school. As soon as I started the program, I found

what I wanted to do. The work site has treated me as an employee and provided me with the best mentors. I really
couldn’t have asked for more; my expectations were high, but let me tell you that it is even better than I imagined.
I am beyond blessed to have such an opportunity; everyone always tells me how lucky I am to have found this
program. Whenever I share my experience, all I have to say to people is good things. I have been granted a badge
to walk into any building on campus, I have been given a work laptop, and I even have my work email. I would
have never imagined myself to have such an amazing work/learning experience. Thank you for letting me share
my experience with you and for letting me be a part of this amazing internship.”




RHA Creates Two New Opportunities to Assist Landlords

Article by Grace Garnett

The WPCOG Regional Housing Authority (RHA) created two new landlord education opportunities in January 2024
- Landlord Interest Meetings and Landlord Briefings. To run a successful Housing Choice Voucher program, the
RHA needs reliable, engaged landlords to provide safe, habitable rental units to its families. The new meetings aim
to increase interaction and communication with current and new landlords. By offering these new information
opportunities, the RHA hopes landlords will better understand the program and recognize their value to RHA
families.

The Landlord Interest Meeting is a virtual quarterly meeting taking place via Zoom. This meeting serves as an
opportunity for landlords to learn the benefits of partnering with the RHA. Throughout this meeting, RHA staff
will provide helpful information, including clarifying the program requirements and landlord responsibilities,
discussing rental rates and increases, and walking landlords through the steps of the unit inspection process.

The Landlord Briefing Meeting is a virtual monthly meeting held via Zoom. This meeting will provide information on
how the Housing Choice Voucher program works. Topics will include completing the Request for Tenancy Approval
(RFTA) Packet, submitting rent increases or unit change requests, addressing lease violations, and outlining the
responsibilities of owners, tenants, and the RHA. Briefings are also an opportunity for the RHA to provide detailed
directions for W9 tax form submissions and direct deposit form preparation and explain current and upcoming
inspection requirements.

Landlords may register for a session by emailing their full name and the date of the Landlord Briefing/Interest
Meeting they want to attend to grace.garnett@wpcog.org or by calling 828-322-9191 ext. 4227. Once received,
the RHA will send a follow-up email to the landlord with meeting login information. Anyone who needs to receive
the landlord briefing information in person should also contact Grace Garnett.

Dates for Interest Meeting Dates for Briefing Meeting
1st Thursday, Quarterly. 1st Thursday of Each Month.
Time: 3:00 - 4:00 p.m. Time: 9:30 - 11:00 am

« Thursday, April 4th, 2024 « Thursday, March 7th, 2024
« Thursday, August 8th, 2024 « Thursday, April 4th, 2024
« Thursday, December 5th, 2024 « Thursday, May 2nd, 2024

« Thursday, June 6th, 2024

« July - no meeting

- Thursday, August 1st, 2024
« Thursday, September 5th, 2024
« Thursday, October 3rd, 2024

« Thursday, November 7th, 2024
Thursday, December 5th, 2024




Options Counseling

Article by Ashelin McCoy

What is Information and Options Counseling?
Information and Options Counseling is a service that considers peoples’ needs and preferences and connects
them with available resources. There are three levels to this service. Information includes:

+ Informing individuals about programs and services.
+ Identifying the types of assistance they need.
+ Connecting them to appropriate service providers.

Assistance is a more intensive service for those who require additional help finding appropriate services and
programs. Options Counseling is a process where individuals receive decision support as they make informed
choices about potential services and supports. Individuals then take the lead in carrying out their personalized
Action Plan.

Options Counseling can last up to three months. You can expect to meet with the counselor to further dive into
your unmet needs and personal preferences when receiving Options Counseling services. The counselor will help
you make a personalized action plan where you identify what is going wrong, what you would like to see change,
and what can be done to make that change.

Who qualifies for Information and Options Counseling?
Individuals who are 60 years of age or older or someone acting on behalf of a person aged 60 or older and who
need information about services or referrals to services qualify for options counseling.

Options Counseling may be helpful to individuals who:
+ do not know how to access long-term services and supports.
* need information about moving from one living setting to another.
+ lack awareness of existing community resources and supports.
+ want to plan for future long-term support needs.

How do I access the service?
This service is offered by the Western Piedmont Area Agency on Aging. For more information, visit www.wpcogaaa.org
or call Ashelin McCoy at 828-485-4257.




2018-2022 (5-Year) ACS Data Now Available

Article by Taylor Dellinger

On December 7, 2023, the US Census Bureau released data . -
from the 2018-2022 (5-Year) American Community Survey C l lnlted States

(ACS) for all areas in the United States. More than 40 topics
are available from the 2018-2022 ACS including educational
attainment, housing, employment, commuting, language
spoken at home, nativity, ancestry and selected monthly

homeowner costs. The 2018-2022 ACS data can be found

on the US Census Bureau web site (www.census.gov). (NG Bureau

2018-2022 American Community Survey data summaries

for the Hickory-Morganton-Lenoir MSA, Alexander County, Burke County, Caldwell County, Catawba County, and the
municipalities and Census Designated Places (rural communities) in the region are also available for download in the
data services (regional data) section of Western Piedmont Council of Governments web site (www.wpcog.org). For
more information about the 2018-2022 American Community Survey, contact Senior Data Analyst Taylor Dellinger at
828.485.4233 or taylor.dellinger@wpcog.org. 2023 ACS data for the region is scheduled to be released in September
2024.

MPO Hosting Speaker on Asheville to Salisbury Passenger Rail Service

Article by Averi Ritchie

The WPCOG and its MPO are hosting NC Rail Division’s Jason Myers at the March Transportation Coordinating Committee
(TCC) and Transportation Advisory Committee (TAC) meetings. The meetings are intended for local government staff
and elected officials. Mr. Myers will give an overview of the proposed Asheville to Salisbury passenger rail service. This
presentation is March 27 at WPCOG at 1:00 PM for TCC and 2:30 PM for TAC, in the large conference room at the front
of the building.

Revitalizing the passenger rail network is a growing interest for western North Carolina. Nationwide interest in passenger
rail service has increased, in part, due to the passage of the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (commonly known as
the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law (BIL)) and the Amtrak Connects US Corridor Vision. Intercity passenger rail ridership in
North Carolina set all-time highs in 2022 and is on pace to exceed that record ridership in 2023.

The Asheville to Salisbury rail corridor was recently awarded a $500,000 Corridor Identification and Development grant.
The Asheville to Salisbury service would operate along the Norfolk Southern (NS) AS-Line for approximately 139 miles.
The route would link the western part of the state to existing intercity passenger rail service across the state. The NCDOT
Rail Division noted that this funding will not pay for the infrastructure or service but will help pay for the detailed project
development work necessary to compete for future federal funding. The Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) has
also communicated that entry into the Corridor Identification and Development program should create priority for
future federal construction funding. Although there are many steps before passenger rail infrastructure funding can
be pursued, the introduction of passenger rail has the potential to reshape travel patterns for the region, opening up
our area to greater regional and statewide connectivity. The recently adopted Western North Carolina Passenger Rail
Feasibility Study provides a more detailed description of potential next steps, service plans, and funding opportunities.

We hope any interested local government staff and elected officials will join us on March 27.
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