GIS and Economic Development, a Municipal Tool

Though it has been around for decades, recent times have seen the greatest growth in GIS use in both private and public sectors.  Long viewed as just a mapping program the limitless capability of GIS for spatial data analysis is coming into its own.  The economic change of the past few years has forced many municipal governments to take a hard look at their bottom line and ask the question, “Can our community weather this economic storm?”  By adding GIS as a tool in their economic development plan most can answer that question in the positive.  
Economic development is based on the idea of offering economic opportunities that benefit the community while at the same time promote business growth.  Accepting any business or industry that wants to come to town does not make good economic planning.  Incompatibility, negative side effects, unintended community change are all signs of a poor community/business fit.  Using GIS to target appropriate businesses and industry that complement the character of the community provides a win win on both sides.  The attraction of new business and industry to a community is not the only role economic development plays; revitalization is another component where GIS can have an influence.  Growing established local businesses using exiting infrastructure can be just as, if not more, beneficial to a community.  Where a new business requires new infrastructure an existing business can tap into unused existing infrastructure.  
What is GIS’s role in all of this, how can it help a community grow its economic stability, through its powerful spatial data analysis functions.  Targeting market research studies to specific geographic areas give the community critical data on what type of economic activities would prosper or falter in that area.  Demographics including age, sex, race, ethnicity, education, income all add to an understanding of an area.  Couple this data with assessment data including condition/capacity of roads, transportation methods, utilities, housing, land use, building structure and an economic picture begins to emerge.  Using GIS a community can take control of its economic future by identifying area strengths and opportunities for growth.  This data then can be transferred into intelligent objective based plans on maintaining what works, what needs improving, what needs to be kept out, what needs to be brought in, and what needs to be expanded.  
For my capstone project, I plan to explore the use of GIS as a tool for economic development through a case study.  Over the past two years, the City of Thomasville has used GIS extensively as it prepares plans for the Thomasville Community Landmarks Trail project.  A multi faceted project bringing together elements of recreation, housing, neighborhood revitalization, safe routes to schools, transportation, historic preservation, cultural tourism, jobs creations, and Main Street growth, all with an overriding theme of economic development.  GIS was or will be used to plot the path of the trail offering maximum benefit to residents and the business community, in support of state Urban Redevelopment Area designation applications, in identifying potential state Opportunity Zone designation areas in support of job creation, area level of service analysis for parks along the trail, and retail market analysis.  
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