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Land of the risk-takers

T

hat kid who mowed your lawn
this summer may one day
start his own lawn service. Or
perhaps he’ll invent a tool that will
make the job easier and will end up
producing them, and maybe get rich.
That kid may be an entrepreneur.
This issue focuses on the folks who
are risk-takers, people who opt to take
their own path rather than working for
someone else.
You know them.
The couple who starts a restaurant,
the young folks who organize a rock
group, the fellow who starts a carpet
cleaning service or used car lot, the
young mom who opens a photography service, the computer whiz who
writes a program that becomes a
game-changer. They’re everywhere.
The first entrepreneur I knew was
my dad. He teamed up with a partner
and opened Vince and Ralph’s, a service station back in the 50s in Saddle
River, N.J.
My own business, Tortorano Commissioned Publications, has been
around more than 10 years now. But
it wasn’t my first. In 2000 I tried but
it crashed in three months. I did a lot
of things wrong, but failure is a great
teacher if you’re paying attention and
willing to learn. It was more than five
years later before I tried again and
applied those lessons.
For anyone who may be thinking
about starting a new business, one of
the most important traits is to stay
focused and don’t let the mistakes and
the hurdles stop you from accomplishing your goals.
One of my favorite quotes applies

not just to entrepreneurs, but to all
of us as we face
life’s obstacles and who doesn’t
face them? It’s
usually attributed
to Calvin Coolidge.

David Tortorano

“Nothing in this world can take the
place of persistence. Talent will not;
nothing is more common than unsuccessful men with talent. Genius will
not; unrewarded genius is almost a
proverb. Education will not; the
world is full of educated derelicts.
Persistence and determination alone
are omnipotent.”
One aspect of being an entrepreneur
is to continually re-evaluate. This
magazine was launched in January
2016, and the feedback we’ve received has been very positive. One
newspaper, the Mobile Register, likes
it enough that it asked permission to
regularly reprint some of our articles.
We committed to doing this magazine for a year, then to step back and
see if we have to make adjustments.
We’re in that process even as we’re
putting out this issue.
That said, I hope you enjoy the final
issue of 2016. If you have any
thoughts or suggestions about this
magazine, feel free to contact me at
850-261-6777, or email me at
dtortorano@tortorano.com.
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Entrepreneurship on rise again
For the second year in a row
entrepreneurial activity is up in
the nation, and indications are
strong the Gulf Coast I-10
region is on the bandwagon...

T

he magazine you’re reading is a product
developed by entrepreneurs. A year ago it
didn’t exist. Indeed, it’s likely you’re an
entrepreneur, or know someone who is.
Think of any product or service and in its infancy,
even today’s huge corporations, there was an entrepreneur at the very beginning with an idea, a dream

and determination.
Ronald Reagan once said we’re
a nation of entrepreneurs. In fact,
entrepreneurship is a global phenomenon that even includes the
street vendor in the poorest countries in the world barely making
ends meet. But in the United
David Tortorano
States, the entrepreneurial culture
is part of the nation’s narrative, the rags-to-riches
story of innovation and hard work.
And in the United States, entrepreneurism is growing again. The 2016 Kauffman Index of Startup Activity, released this past August, shows that for the
second year in a row entrepreneur activity is up after
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reaching a post-recession 20-year low-point in 2014.
According to Kauffman, there are about 330 new
entrepreneurs per 100,000, up from 310 the previous
year. That translates to 550,000 new business owners
in the United States each
“Do not be embarrassed month, up from 530,000 the
year before. Much of that upby your failures, learn
tick is due to an increase in
from them and start
women entrepreneurs, though
again.”
-Richard Branson men still make up the majorFounder of Virgin Group ity of new business owners.
The study also found the
share of new entrepreneurs with college degrees is
up, making it the biggest education category. In addition, the study found that immigrants continue to be
more likely than the native-born to be entrepreneurs.
In addition to the Kauffman study, just this September the U.S. Census Bureau released its first-ever
survey of entrepreneurs. It found nearly 1 in 10 businesses in the United States with paid employees is
less than two years old.
Both surveys prompt the question, is the Gulf
Coast participating in the upswing or is this region
too conservative and too risk-averse? Is it more focused on the traditional Southern approach of luring
operations of established businesses rather than
growing its own?
The general impression is, we “get it.”
“I think it’s growing,” said Ken Ford, CEO of the
Florida Institute for Human and Machine Cognition
in Pensacola, Fla. “I’ve noticed an increase in interest
and that’s important. For a region to be economically
successful in today’s world it has to be a place where
people want to start businesses, and I definitely do
see more and more of it in our region,” he said.
The numbers back that up.
In the Pensacola metropolitan area between 2011
and 2013 there were 435 new entrepreneurs per
100,000 people, and for New Orleans the figure for
the same period was 471, both better than the national figure of 330.
And while they are going it alone, there’s help.
The number of organizations the Gulf Coast region
that are designed to help small businesses is substantial, and includes university-developed entrepreneurial centers, technology transfer offices, business in-

Who are these people?
Entrepreneurs, whether individuals or a group of individuals, design, launch and run a new business. They offer
a product, process or service for sale or hire. Rather than
working as an employee, an entrepreneur runs a business
and assumes all the risks and rewards.
Worldwide, more than half of start-ups fail within the
first five years, according to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development. That’s a failure rate
that gives pause. The fact that the numbers do not deter
people says a lot about the psychological makeup of an
entrepreneur.
Although Americans cling to the idea that we are the
place to be for entrepreneurs, many countries do better than
the United States in the start-up rate. But some of the high
rate countries are also those that are the most poor, and
starting a business in many cases is a matter of necessity.
In more developed countries necessity is still a factor, but
opportunity plays a larger role. In the United States, were
there are more employment opportunities, a lot of folks are
simply adverse to the risks and opt for the security of a
regular paycheck.
In the United States, there are about 550,000 new business owners each month. Most are launched by men, but
the rate of entrepreneurs among women is growing. They
are also more likely than not to have a college degree. And
immigrants, the group that’s been so widely discussed in
the presidential race, continue to be more likely than the
native-born to be entrepreneurs.
But success can bring huge rewards. Steve Jobs, Bill
Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, Oprah Winfrey, Walt Disney,
Sam Walton, Andrew Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller,
Arianna Huffington - the list is huge.
Every one of them came up with something that led not
only to their own personal fortune, but to the creation of a
business that would become huge and employ thousands.
- Researched by GCRL

cubators, and small business development centers.
In addition, over the past few years special events
designed for entrepreneurs have taken hold in the region. New Orleans has had an event for entrepreneurs for eight years now, and Pensacola is holding
its second one in November.
Indeed, the field is so important, the topic comes
up at events not specifically focusing on entrepreneurs. During the Gulf Power Economic Symposium
held in early October, entrepreneur Daymond John,
known widely for his role as an investor in ABC’s
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“Shark Tank,” was one of the speakers.
And in this region there’s a goldmine begging to be
tapped. It has federal facilities, including military and
NASA, that play a huge role in innovation as the organizations that provide initial funding for ideas that
are then take to the next step by private enterprise.
In “The Entrepreneurial State, Debunking Public
vs. Private Sector Myths,” economist Mariana
Mazzucato knocks down the myth of a slow bureaucratic state versus a dynamic innovative private
“I’m convinced that
sector. In a series of case
about half of what
studies, she shows that
separates the successful
when it comes to high-tech,
entrepreneurs from the
the private sector finds the
non-successful ones is
courage to invest after an
pure perseverance.”
-Steve Jobs entrepreneurial state has
made the high-risk investCo-founder of Apple
ments.
Mazzucato points out that the technologies that
makes the iPhone smart were government funded:
the internet, GPS, touch-screen display and voiceactivated Siri.
Two chapters in the book deal with the emerging
“green technology” revolution, and details the public
funds that are laying the groundwork for the revolution in a similar way that the state invested in the
most high-risk areas of biotech and nanotech. It’s her
contention that the risks of the investment are socialized and the reward privatized.
Mazzucato’s findings are particularly important for
a region like the Gulf Coast I-10 corridor, which relies so heavily on federal facilities as engines for
their economies. They hold within their fences a
wealth of activities that could spur future growth.

Selling of the South
Historically, the primarily rural, agrarian South focused
on attracting local operations of companies headquartered
elsewhere. The emphasis was on cheap labor and utilities,
and a lot of local communities offered incentives. But Mississippi was the first state to do so in 1936. That approach
certainly brought jobs to the South, but at a price. Education
suffered, and the region remained at the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder. But times have changed.
In a world where competition is worldwide, other places
offered even cheaper labor and incentives became widespread. A big part of competitive advantage now is a qualified workforce that can do the more technologically sophisticated jobs of the 21st century. Airbus set up an assembly
line in Mobile, Ala., in part because of the labor costs, Alabama’s status as a right-to-work state and its transportation
infrastructure, but key was a capable workforce.
In the fast-pace, tech-savvy world of today, having an
educated population and nurturing the creative spirit adds
another, important characteristic to the economic development mix. And, more important, it can make an area the
builder of businesses that create jobs from within.
- Researched by GCRL

Theatre will be the location for the second iteration
of EntreCon, a two-day conference catering to entrepreneurs and entrepreneurial wannabes. Call it a
gathering of what socioeconomic theorist Richard
Florida has called part of the “creative class.”
Participants in the Nov. 3-4 event will learn from
local and national entrepreneurs who have been there
and done that, experts who will share ideas ranging
from developing a network of creative people to finding out what venture capitalists are looking for.
The driving force behind the conference is Quint
Studer, an entrepreneur himself who launched his
own business after a successful career in healthcare.
Pensacola
He’s now CEO of the Studer Community Institute,
The rebirth of downtown Pensacola seems to be
proof of the growth of entrepreneurship. Once sleepy which has as its mission the betterment of the comPalafox south of Garden Street, known in years past munity. His passions are childhood development,
education and entrepreneurship.
for rolling up the sidewalks in the evening, is now
EntreCon was created to address the latter.
abuzz with nighttime activity. It’s filled with shops,
Like others, Studer thinks there’s more entrepremuseums, parks, bars, restaurants and nightclubs,
neurial activity in the Pensacola area now than in the
and its location near the waterfront is an appealing
past. But he said the drive to start a new business
invitation to visitors to take a stroll.
In early November, the downtown Pensacola Little may be more necessity than opportunity-driven.
Business Quarterly, October 2016 – 7
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“I think people sometimes get forced to start a
business because they have no choice,” he said, adding that the Pensacola area is not like some places
where there are a lot of big companies. He credits the
entrepreneurs. “It’s a huge risk. I have great respect
for small businesses because I know from doing it
just how dang hard it is.”
“Always deliver more
Not far from the site of Enthan expected.”
treCon is the Florida Institute
-Larry Page
for Human and Machine CogCo-founder of Google
nition, a not-for-profit research
institute of the State of Florida University System. It
was founded in 1990 by Ford and Alberto Canas at
the campus of the University of West Florida, and
became a statewide research institution in 2004. Today it’s a big part of downtown Pensacola, with more
than 100 scientists and a brand new building nearing
completion.
One of Ford’s interests is in entrepreneurship in
government and academia. And IHMC has been a
powerhouse in that respect. Ford recognizes there are
those who set up a business out of necessity, but he
sees the opportunity-driven in his work.
“There’s probably some of each. The ones that I’m
familiar with were driven by invention; people had
an idea they thought was a good idea and they
wanted to take it to the marketplace and see if other
people thought it was a good idea.”
Ford said IHMC has been responsible for a halfdozen spinoffs, as well as multiple licensing arrangements.
Pensacola also has its share of organizations dedicated to helping folks who want to start a business.
There’s the Gulf Coast Center for Innovation and
Entrepreneurship, the University of West Florida’s
Center for Entrepreneurship, the business group Innovation Coast, and Small Business Development
Center (SBDC).
John Hutchinson, formerly with Gulf Power, retired and opened his own Pensacola consulting business, Hutch-Touch. He said he used the Florida
SBDC website to get information on how to set up
his business.
Entrepreneur James Rockhill gives a good deal of
credit to the SBDC for helping him with his company
in its infancy. A dozen years ago the former Air

Force pilot founded The Rockhill Group, an aviation
services company in Molino. It now has several hundred employees and a good track record winning
multimillion-dollar defense contracts.
Early on he admits he had no direction to his
charge forward approach. He got that direction from
workshops at the Florida SBDC at the University of
West Florida, specifically crediting Laura Subel, a
government contracting services specialist, according
to the February Gulf Coast Aerospace Newsletter.
There are some numbers on firm births in the Pensacola MSA. Allison Tyler Romer of the University
of West Florida Center for Research and Economic
Opportunity, crunched some numbers for the Business Quarterly and found there were 1,464 firm
births in the Pensacola MSA between 2011-2013.
With a metro adult population over age 21 of
336,859, that comes to about 435 firm births per
100,000 people in the MSA between 2011-2013.
Mobile

Mobile, Ala., has received a lot of positive publicity in recent years for attracting local operations of
major companies. Its biggest win was getting an Airbus manufacturing center, which began producing
A320 series jetliners in 2016. It followed that up with
attracting about a dozen Airbus suppliers, and expects to get more. But there’s also a big effort to nurture home-grown businesses.
In September, the U.S. Department of Commerce’s
Economic Development Administration awarded the
Mobile Area Chamber of Commerce Foundation
with a $2.9 million grant to renovate a building
downtown that will house Innovation PortAL.
Local private foundations, private industry, the city
of Mobile, Mobile County and the University of
South Alabama committed to $1.9 million in matching funds.
Innovation PortAL is a place entrepreneurs will go
to launch a business idea or accelerate an existing
company with the help of industry experts, mentors
and specialized training, according to Hayley Van
Antwerp, Innovation PortAL’s executive director.
The center is designed to foster manufacturing
technologies and compatible businesses in a 35,000
square foot building at 358 St. Louis St., in the for-
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mer Threaded Fasteners building. It will include a
prototyping lab once the engineering and renovation
is complete. And the building plans will be able to
handle future expansion efforts.
Innovation PortAL is cur“Be undeniably good.
rently working out of a temporary space downtown.
No marketing effort or
And that’s just the most resocial media buzzword
cent addition to the Mobile
can be a substitute for
landscape for entrepreneurs.
that.”
-Anthony Volodkin At the University of South
Founder of HypeMachine Alabama there’s the Melton
Center for Entrepreneurship
and Innovation. The driving force behind the center
was Christopher C. Melton Sr., a graduate of USA
who worked in the corporate world for years before
founding The White Oak Group in Atlanta.
Melton said that outside the larger cities, there remain a lot of counties hovering at or above the poverty level. For many people in those areas, the only
opportunity to advance is through starting a business.
“I wanted a place for those students to be able to be
encouraged and equipped for starting businesses,” he
said in an interview that will appear in the inaugural
issue of the Mitchell College of Business magazine,
scheduled for November.
New Orleans

The event for entrepreneurs in the revitalized
Warehouse District in March drew an impressive
13,216 participants, a nearly 25 percent increase over
the event in 2015. The growth is a reflection of just
how serious the Big Easy takes the development of
an entrepreneurial environment.
It wasn’t always this way. New Orleans, which before Hurricane Katrina in 2005 seemed to offer little
for the innovator, has experienced a major turnaround since the flooding. Rather than seeing its entrepreneurial-minded residents seek opportunity elsewhere, it’s become a lure.
“I think New Orleans is poised to re-emerge as one
of the great startup cities in the country,” said Steve
Case, co-founder of AOL, during his public keynote
at NOEW 2016.
“New Orleans Entrepreneur Week is built to encourage the entrepreneurial mindset at all levels of

the community,” said Tim Williamson, co-founder
and CEO of The Idea Village, formed in 2000 by a
group of New Orleans citizens who believed entrepreneurship is a catalyst for positive change.
NOEW, held March 11-18, marked its eighth year
and has joined Mardi Gras and Jazz Fest as a part of
the Big Easy’s cultural fabric. The event is on a mission to change New Orleans into a alternative to traditional cities where entrepreneurs flock, according
Huffington Post.
The most recent NOEW offered 119 events including entrepreneur showcases, networking opportunities, workshops and two competitions. According to
the Data Center, the metro New Orleans entrepreneurship rate, at 471 startups per 100,000 adults during the three year period from 2011 to 2013, is 64
percent higher than the national average, and 40 percent higher than other fast-growing Southern metros.
South Mississippi

Bill Seemann was a very young entrepreneur, 20
years old, when he started his first boat-building
business in New Orleans in the 70s. And for Seemann, it wasn’t scary at all.
“To be honest with you, when you’re young and
not married, and so forth, there are no risks involved.
I mean, you know, you’re not risking anything because you don’t have anything.”
From its start nearly 50 years ago, Seemann Composites of Gulfport, Miss., has grown into a developer and builder of cutting-edge components for the
defense industry. The company’s products include
components for Virginia-class submarines.
Seemann’s first innovation in the 1970s was CFlex, a method for building with fiberglass without
using moldings. Twenty years later he developed and
patented the vacuum-infusion method called
SCRIMP, a method now used worldwide.
But the road hasn’t always been smooth. Years after starting his first business and moving on to a second, he saw the downside.
“I pretty much ran out of money. I mean, I didn’t
pretty much run out of money I completely ran out of
money,” he said. He was kept afloat by a bank loan.
Within weeks of all that, he got a partner who had
been working on something similar to SCRIMP, but
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hadn’t been able to make it work. As Seemann put it,
he went from dead broke to being reasonably set.
“There’s a lot of luck in this world. Anybody
whose had a success in business, particularly if he’s
bringing a new product on, if he doesn't admit that
he’s been extremely lucky then he’s got an ego that’s
too big,” Seemann said. “A very important ingredient
of luck is preparation. If you can get it to coincide
with your being prepared, then you have something
that works.”
And how is the health of entrepreneurship now? He
said his 34 year-old son has friends in New Orleans
and South Mississippi “and these kids are doing
stuff. So I think that the young people of America
right now, at least a slice of kids, are really trying to
make something of themselves. They’re hardworking
and imaginative,” he said.

Like other areas in the region, South Mississippi
has tools at the disposal of entrepreneurs. In Hattiesburg, the University of Southern Mississippi established its Trent Lott National Center for Economic
Development and Entrepreneurship.
There’s also the Southern Entrepreneurship Program, an outreach of the University of Southern Mississippi’s Center for Economic and Entrepreneurship
Education. And in 2014 in Gulfport the Women’s
Business Center was launched.
The Mississippi Development Authority also has
an Entrepreneur Center within the Existing Industry
and Business Division. It provides free financial,
marketing, management and technical help to new
and existing small businesses.
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The Kauffman
2016 report

I

n the foreword of the 2016 Kauffman report,
U.S. Sen. David Vitter, R-La., chairman of the
Senate Small Business Committee, writes that
“it has always been the brave, determined men and
woman of our country, willing to stake their livelihoods on an idea by starting a business, that have
driven our economy and ensured our prosperity.”
Vitter writes that against odds that would see half
their businesses fail within three years, “American
entrepreneurs have persisted, with startups historically outpacing the rate of businesses that fail, even
during recessions.”
The Kauffman Foundation says the creation and
growth of new companies and closure and shrinkage
of existing ones are at the heart of “economic dynamism.” Kauffman has tracked startups for the last 20
years, and its latest points out that in 2014 the Startup
Activity Index was at its lowest point in the last 20
years. Today, it has gone up two years in a row.
But startup activity is still below the levels seen
before the 2007-2009 Great Recession drop, and
startups with employees are still on a long-term decline compared to historical levels.
The rate of new entrepreneurs in the U.S. increased
from 310 out of 100,000 adults in the 2015 index to
330 in 2016. The rate has increased about 15 percent
in two years, compared to the 2014 index, when the
rate was 280 out of 100,000 adults.
The increase in the rate of new entrepreneurs was
driven by a large increase among women, going from
0.22 percent to 0.26 percent, according to the report.
The report also found the share of those starting a
business out of necessity dropped compared to those
doing so based on opportunity. The opportunity share
reached 84 percent in 2015 and is now more than 10
percentage points higher than it was in 2009 at the
height of the Great Recession.
Since the 1997 index, the share of new entrepre-

neurs who were
college graduates
has increased
from 23.7 percent
to 32.7 percent.
This makes entrepreneurs with college degrees the
biggest educational category of
new entrepreneurs
in the United
States.
Most new entrepreneurs in the
2016 index are male, with men making up 59.4 percent of all new entrepreneurs.
Female new entrepreneurs have a higher likelihood
of being opportunity-driven than do male counterparts, with 84.6 percent of the new female entrepreneurs in the 2016 index not coming from unemployment, compared to 78 percent for males.
Immigrant entrepreneurs now account for 27.5 percent of all new entrepreneurs in the U.S., up from
just 13.3 in the 1997 index. Immigrants continue to
be a lot more likely than the native-born to become
entrepreneurs, with the rate of new entrepreneurs being 0.53 percent for immigrants, compared to 0.29
percent for the native-born.
The age of new entrepreneurs in the U.S. is basically split evenly in the 2016 index. However,
younger entrepreneurs ages 20 to 34 have been on
the decline, down from 34.3 percent of all new entrepreneurs in the 1997 index to 25 percent in the 2016
index.
The aging of the U.S. population, combined with
the increasing rate of new entrepreneurs among individuals aged 55 to 64 have shifted this group from
making up 14.8 percent of new entrepreneurs in the
1997 index to 24.3 percent of all new entrepreneurs
in the 2016 index. The opportunity share is highest
among the oldest age group and lowest among the
youngest age group.
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The man behind
EntreCon 2016
PENSACOLA, Fla.

F

or Pensacola, it’s likely that if Quint Studer
had gotten cold feet back in 1999 and decided
against starting his own business, the landscape of downtown Pensacola would be quite different today.
There would be no downtown stadium and maritime park, there would be no $55 million apartment/
shopping complex going up at the former site of the
city’s newspaper, and at least a half-block of businesses on the south end of Palafox would not be
there, and that’s just a partial list.
And in all probability, there would be no gathering
next month designed to help excite and motivate
those thinking of opening their own business.
But Studer did take the plunge, drew in partners
and grew his consulting business into a profitable
enterprise with more than 200 employees. It was sold
in 2015 for some $325 million, according to the Chicago Sun-Times. And now Studer and his wife,
Rishy, are focused on improving the local community’s quality of life.
So why did he come up with EntreCon?
“My background when I was in healthcare showed
the power of having conferences, of bringing diverse
people together and really showing them what are the
positive things you can do and lessons learned and
that’s what sort of brought up EntreCon,” he said.
His thinking was, “We’ll try it and see how it works,
and if it works we’ll do it a second time.”
The first two-day conference in November of 2015
was at the Rex Theatre, north of the intersection of
Palafox and Garden Street. It had about 250 in attendance and featured 45 speakers and panelists who
shared strategies for starting and growing a business.
“We got really good feedback. The people that
sponsored the event thought it was well worth them

Photo courtesy EntreCon

Entrepreneur Studer was a speaker at EntreCon 2015.

being positioned as someone that supports small
businesses, so the sponsors liked it, the attendees
ranked it something like a 9.5 or a 9.7 on a 10-point
scale. So it made sense to try it again.”
This year the conference is at the Pensacola Little
Theatre, to the east of the intersection of Palafox and
Main Street.
“We wanted to do something a little unique, which
you don’t see much, is to have it right downtown and
instead of being in a fancy hotel with everybody going into breakout rooms.
“Here your breakout rooms are spread throughout
the downtown. I think it creates an energy-oriented
environment for people, and it also helps of course
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drive downtown,” he said, adding that he hopes to
get more attendees this year.
“This year we’d like to get between 300 and 400. “
Some of the feedback from last year’s participants
was more biography on the speakers, and they want
more information on what to expect at the breakouts
and information on the presenters, he said.
Studer is well-versed in the what it takes to be an
entrepreneur. The businessman and philanthropist
had a successful career in the healthcare field and
was the CEO of Baptist Hospital when he decided to
start his own business.
Studer, a native of Illinois, is a former special education teacher who went into the healthcare field after working with children with alcohol and drug
problems. His work at a substance abuse hospital got
the attention of the town’s hospital, and he rose to
senior vice president of business development.
From there he became chief operating officer at a
troubled hospital in Chicago, where his work turning
around patient satisfaction set him on a trajectory. He
began giving talks about his methods, and one hospital that paid attention was Baptist Hospital in Pensacola, which hired him in 1996.
Studer became president of Baptist Hospital within
a year and began handling even more speaking engagements as the hospital’s patient satisfaction rate
improved.
While at Baptist he started his own healthcare consulting company, Gulf Breeze, Fla.-based Studer
Group, in 1999 and in 2000 he decided to devote full
time to that endeavor.
Studer said he saw a need and decided that if he
didn’t fill it, someone else would. If he didn’t take
the plunge, one day he might regret it. Importantly,
he knew that if he tried and failed, he was still employable and could go back to the healthcare industry. He recalled his father had expressed regret over
not taking a job and moving the family from Chicago. For years he heard about that regret.
“I just didn’t want to sit here and someday think I
could-a would-a should-a. So I came to the point I’m
going to try it. So if it works, great, and if it doesn’t
work, I think I’m highly employable in healthcare.”

In 2011 Studer sold 70 percent of the company to
JMI Equity. By 2014 Studer Group had 750 clients.
Then in January 2015, the Huron Consulting Group
of Chicago acquired the Studer Group. Early this
year Studer left the company to devote his time to
community projects.
Today Studer is a fixture of the Pensacola economy. He’s known widely as the owner of the minor
league team the Pensacola Blue Wahoos. He’s also
known for downtown activities that include a new
apartment/shopping complex.
So why are entrepreneurs so important, and why
has the Studer Community Institute made it such a
big part of its work?
Although it’s the big companies that get the publicity, “entrepreneurs, small businesses create the jobs,”
Studer said. Jobs improve the quality of life, with the
ultimate goal of improving life in the community.
“Sometimes people create new businesses truly because that’s what they’ve always wanted to do, but
also there’s an external environment. Certainly, at
least in our area there’s not like in California where
somebody can get a place at a big, growing company.
There’s not the big places to work in Northwest Florida except maybe in tourism.
“I think the external lack of opportunities here
sometimes also creates people who are more, hey,
we’ll start our own business. So I think there’s a
combination of things. I think people see things like
Facebook and the young people think that’s really
neat. I think people sometimes get forced to start a
business because they have no choice, you know,
their employer goes out of business, so I think there
are a whole bunch of factors that are causing people
to look at trying to start their own businesses and
take that risk. It’s a huge risk. I have great respect for
small businesses because I know from doing it just
how dang hard it is.”
And what would he tell anyone thinking of starting
a business. The one thing he will tell you is there’s
no lack of organizations and people that can help.
“There’s plenty of help out there,” he said.
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Starting early with start-ups
launch and run their own real, legal, fully formed
companies and social movements.
McMeans got his business start as part of the YEA
program sponsored by the South Baldwin Chamber
of Commerce. Gale Croft, executive director of the
South Baldwin Chamber Foundation, serves as program manager for YEA.
“The most enjoyable part of YEA is watching relationships form and seeing the result of the student’s
hard work. It takes grit to finish the program and stuGULF SHORES, Ala.
dents are forever changed upon graduation,” Croft
said.
“YEA opens the students’ minds and expands their
he CEO of Pleasure Island Paradise is a
seasoned executive who knows a lot about thinking in ways they would not experience otherwise,” Croft added. “Critical thinking and problem
marketing plans, packaging and producsolving are at the heart of entrepreneurship.”
tion, product placement, networking and
For McMeans, it was writing a business plan that
venture capital. There’s only one thing slowing this
impresario down on his road to success: He’s still too was the biggest hurdle.
“The most challenging part of the program to me
young to drive.
was getting my thoughts down on paper,” he said.
Gulf Shores High School freshYEA afforded him an opportunity to network with
man Braswell McMeans, 14,
adults who had already been down that road and bestarted his business at the ripe old
came successes in the business world.
age of 12 as a seventh-grader
“I learned about business through working with
through the South Baldwin Young
mentors, guest speakers, field trips, CEO roundtable
Entrepreneurs Academy (YEA).
discussions and the investor panel presentations,” he
His business, Pleasure Island
recalled.
Paradise, produces “100 percent
Martha Simmons
After graduating from the YEA program and securnatural” scrubs and candles
ing $2,500 in startup funds, McMeans went on to
“handmade with love in Gulf Shores” and sold at
take first place in the University of South Alabama
area businesses, restaurants and festivals.
YEA is a national program implemented in several Coastal Ideas Challenge, securing an additional
school systems along the Central Gulf Coast. It aims $3,500 in funding for his business.
During the summer of 2015, he mentored students
to transform middle and high school students into
at the Alabama School of Math and Science “Shark
actual entrepreneurs, building their confidence as
they transform ideas into money-making ventures or Tank” class and met his first-year goal of selling
more than $15,000 in product.
non-profit organizations.
Lydia V. Williams credits YEA with launching her
Student participants write business plans, conduct
market research, pitch their plans to a panel of local into her dream career of being a professional photographer.
business people serving as investors, and actually

Academy aims to turn young
students into bold entrepreneurs
with the skills to pitch their
ideas to a panel of investors
with the goal of launching their
own businesses...

T

Page 14: Lydia Williams credits the Young Entrepreneurs Academy with launching her career.
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“I joined YEA my senior year at Foley
High School in 2013,” Williams recalled. “I was interested in the program
because I have always had an entrepreneurial mindset ever since I was in elementary school. The business I started in
YEA is called ‘Diaography,’ which is a
photography business that specializes in
a wide range of photography. In high
school, I focused on editing personality
collages and senior portraits.”
“YEA connects students with the outside world of business by providing
them with mentors who are also business Braswell McMeans at Alabama Festival of Flavors.
Courtesy photo
owners,” Williams said.
“They try to fit the mentor with the student that re“The most challenging concept about YEA for me
lates to them as closely as possible. The most enjoy- was the investor panel. Presenting in front of a group
able thing about YEA for me was actually learning
of investors with a 17-page business plan was a very
information about the business world. YEA was a
nerve-wracking experience for me. However, I manprogram that really showed me that a person does not aged to excel. In addition, I was granted the full
always have to have a business degree in order to
amount that I asked for from the investors. After the
start his or her own business.
investor panel, we all had the opportunity to be on
the local news.”
Upon graduation, Williams’s won a two-year
Additional information
scholarship to Faulkner State Community College,
where she served as a student photographer. Now a
To learn more about the Young Entrepreneurs Academy
junior at Troy University, she recently got a job as a
Website: http://yeausa.org
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/yeausa.
photographer with the university’s Public Relations
Department. These days, she aims her lens at all
To learn more about the local programs
manner of official campus and club events and activiMobile Chamber of Commerce
ties, and is also acquiring upgraded camera equipProgram Manager: Emily McGrath
ment for her own photography business.
Email: emcgrath@mobilechamber.com
Phone: (251) 431-8651
“Without YEA, I really don’t think I would be as
successful as I am now as a photographer. Besides
South Baldwin Chamber of Commerce
me owning my own photography business since high
Program Manager: Gale Croft
school, it gave me the opportunity to have two wonEmail: Gale@sbchamberfoundation.org
derful mentors that I still stay in contact with today,”
Phone: (251) 943-5520
Williams said. “Joining the Young Entrepreneurs
Santa Rosa School District
Academy in high school has changed my life in so
Program Manager: Charlin Knight
many ways.”
Email: KnightC@santarosa.k12.fl.us
Not the least of the lessons Williams learned from
Phone: (850) 983-5058
her YEA experience is the value of determination.
North Shore hosted at Southeastern Louisiana University
“You can do anything,” she said, “as long as you
Program Manager: Carla Mouton
put your mind to it.”
Email: cmouton@northshorefoundation.org
Phone: (985) 893-8757
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Regional
Airports tourism groups

And now, a word
from our readers
“You have successfully
created a smart, cuttingedge, colorful, enterprising
and informative publication
that’s one of the big stars in
the Gulf Coast region.”
- Kent, 4/5/2016

“Thank you for producing
such an interesting,
enjoyable quarterly on
tourism. It’s a reminder why
my husband and I relocated
here 11 years ago.”
- Marcia, 7/6/2016
“Another great quarterly issue. They keep getting better and better! The articles are wellwritten and highly informative.”
- Freddie, 7/7/2016

To subscribe or become an underwriter,
visit www.gulfcoastreportersleague.com
or call 850-261-6777.
For printed copies (at cost plus shipping) go to
Lulu.com and search for
“Gulf Coast Reporters’ League Business Quarterly”
and ensure you have the desired issue.
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Leveraging past experience
After leading Mississippi then
Florida’s economic development
efforts, Gray Swoope is now in
the private sector at the head of
a consulting firm...
TALLAHASSEE, Fla.

W

hen Gray Swoope signed-on to Gov.
Rick Scott’s cabinet in 2011 as Secretary of Commerce and director of Enterprise Florida, the state’s top economic development agency, he agreed to stay just
four years, the governor’s first term.
And he did that – providing leadership for stronger
economic growth: the agency’s record fiscal year in
2013-14 saw a 40 percent increase in competitive
projects, 73 percent more new jobs and 95 percent
more capital investment in the state than in 2011.
In three years since 2011, more than 728,000 private-sector jobs were added in Florida.
Now, in 2016, Swoope, 54, is back at work, with a
new tack: “I knew I always wanted to start a consulting practice.” And so he did, in 2015. This time, “I
expect to be around a long time,” says Swoope, who
has chalked up some 30 years so far in economic development, including tenure as executive director of the Mississippi
Development Authority.
“People want
Swoope’s new venture is Visiongood jobs.”
First Advisors, based in Tallahassee
and recently grown to five employees. It has clients in 16 states and
abroad, divided evenly between businesses looking
for the best place for their relocation or expansion
and EDOs, economic development organizations
looking for the right companies to add good-paying
jobs for their regions. VisionFirst is doing siteselection for both Fortune 100 and smaller firms.

Photo by VisionFrrst

Swoope now heads up VisionFirst Advisors.

Swoope is VisionFirst Advisors president and
CEO; former Mississippi governor Haley Barbour is
chairman. The company is owned by Mississippibased Butler Snow, a law firm with 22 U.S. offices
plus three overseas.
Says Swoope: “We just want to be
an
extension of the client’s team, primeaningful,
vate or public, to be the problem
-Gray Swoope solvers, and use our connections and
ability to help people work together.” When a business is looking
for the best site, “we put our model together, to show
the site selected is the No. 1 place.”
His new role, says Swoope, is entirely different
from his job as Enterprise Florida director. “Your
customer group is different. Thirty years of experience on the economic development side has given
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me background and knowledge on how to better prepare clients in the economic development world.”
VisionFirst was hired last fall to do an organizational assessment for Florida’s Great Northwest, a
Niceville-based regional EDO. Rick Byars, general
manager for community economic development for
Gulf Power Co. and chairman of FGNW, says VisionFirst helped redefine the EDO’s geographic size,
from 16 counties to 12, more clearly defined the
agency’s mission and helped focus on a new marketing plan, for which FGNW is working with University of West Florida to develop a regional strategy.
VisionFirst also helped choose a new director, Kim
Wilmes, whose background includes 14 years in
marketing with Enterprise Florida. She replaced
longtime director Larry Sassano, who recently had
retired. Says Wilmes, “Florida’s Great Northwest’s
role is basically to market the region and be the convenor of stakeholders throughout the region on key
initiatives that will improve the economy.”
For Swoope, selecting Tallahassee as the company’s headquarters might not have been just a convenience. He’s optimistic about the Florida economy
and sees ample growth potential for Northwest Florida, citing especially opportunities for manufacturing, for aviation and advanced materials making.
Northwest Florida is a region that’s “talent rich, for
people who can work in advanced manufacturing.”
Another regional asset: the presence of three Gulf
Coast ports for shipping industrial goods.
Airbus, an aircraft manufacturer and recent Mobile
plant startup, is a significant plus for opportunities it
offers potential regional suppliers, says Swoope. And
Boeing’s plant in Charleston, S.C., is also within
reach for Northwest Florida suppliers, giving them
an advantage over Alabama to market to both plants,
according to Brian Parker, Florida economic development representative for Alabama-based Power
South, an electric utility also serving parts of Northwest Florida.
Northwest Florida’s biggest obstacle to economic
growth, says Swoope, is the continuing need for
product placement – ready sites for new and expanding business.
“That’s the big challenge” – one which Pensacolabased Gulf Power Co. has vigorously worked on via

its site development plan. Its Florida First Sites offer
ready-to-go infrastructure convenience. Nine sites
have been organized, says Byars: three in Santa Rosa
County, two each in Jackson and Bay counties and
one each in Okaloosa and Walton. One industry
groundbreaking has been held, for Cape Horn boat
production expansion at Milton. Two other sites also
have prospects.
At Florida’s capital, VisionFirst is more than just a
local business – it’s also a consultant for local government. Swoope was hired by the Office of Economic Vitality, Tallahassee-Leon County’s new economic development organization, to draft an economic development strategic plan that looks at all
opportunities for Tallahassee-Leon to grow its economy.
For Florida as a whole, what needs to be done to
encourage economic development?
Says Swoope: “As a state we have to decide that
we really want to compete in competitive economic
development, and for people to understand what it
means, and to look at how strategy aligns with assets.
People want meaningful good jobs.”

■■■

About the author
Charlotte Crane for 26 years
was business editor for the
Pensacola News Journal and
subsequently served 10 years
as a correspondent for Florida
Trend magazine, covering 20
counties in Northwest Florida.
Awards for reporting have
come from organizations including Florida Farm
Bureau and U.S. Small Business Administration.
She has written poetry and prose which has been
published in magazines including West Florida Literary Federation's Emerald Coast Review; she also
has written a history of Pensacola Habitat for Humanity and one for United Way of Escambia
County. She lives in Pensacola, Fla. □
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Ocean Springs Fresh Market is modeled after the markets Diane Claughton grew up around in her native England.

One farmers market leads to more
of that out by trial and error.
Luckily I didn’t know enough not
to do it.”
That was lucky also for South
Mississippians who want locally
grown produce. Along with the
weekly Ocean Springs Fresh
OCEAN SPRINGS, Miss.
Market, there are two markets in
Lisa Monti
Gulfport and one in Long Beach.
hen retired chef Diane Claughton
They all are operated by the South Mississippi
went about creating a farmer’s market Farmer’s Market Association which is run by
Claughton and Dita McCarthy, with the mission to
in this beautiful coastal Mississippi
city back in 2004, she didn’t know
grow a sustainable food economy. Their model is
how hard it would be.
based on the markets that Claughton grew up around
“If I had actually sat down and worked it out all on in her native England.
paper I would never have started it,” she said. “How
Claughton trained as a librarian and her career
much money you need, the governance, we found all bounced back and forth between libraries and

When the retired chef set out
to create a farmer’s market, she
didn’t know how hard it would
be. Now she’s managing four...

W
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While Claughton was busy building up the Ocean
Springs market, Dita McCarthy was doing the same
in Long Beach. But the two didn’t meet until each
both applied to become the South Mississippi leader
of the New York-based Slow Food movement.
The women shared vendors between their two
markets and soon, at Gulfport’s request, they opened
a third market in the city’s harbor. A second
downtown market didn’t do as well because of space
limitations so Claughton and McCarthy asked Island
View Casino to host it. Officials agreed to have
Claughton believes that a proper market is one
vendors on the front lawn.
where farmers from the area sell the produce they
But not all of their efforts have been successful.
grow as opposed to a retail market, where vendors
Markets in Bay St. Louis and Moss Point never quite
buy a product and sell it.
The Fresh Market was set up in a small field near caught on.
Still, the original Ocean Springs market is going
downtown and, not surprisingly, it struggled through
strong and even has some original vendors.
its first year.
“Two have been with me for the 11 years and a lot
“It was a farmer’s market without any farmers,”
for eight or nine years,” Claughton said. “Normally
she said.
it’s about 45 percent farmers, and it’s not just
Owners of the nearby Courtney Farms sent over
produce. We’ve got goat farmers,
some produce grown on their farm
milk and dairy people. We’ve got
so that the market could have some
bakers and people who make salsa
to sell.
“I decided to start one and
and beef jerky.”
“I’m forever grateful,” Claughton
found a friend from the
When it comes to the market,
said about that important gesture.
library who started the
Claughton believes in keeping
The following year, Hurricane
Katrina struck and everything was market with me and who had things strictly local.
“The Department of Agriculture
in turmoil.
lived
in
France.
Most
people
defines local as a 400-mile radius,”
In the months that followed,
here didn't understand the
she said. “Mine is about a 150Margaret Miller, the executive
mile radius.”
director of the chamber of
concept.”
Her farthest vendor is in Mount
commerce, told Claughton they
-Diane Claughton
Olive, Miss., where he grows
needed to do something to fill the
prized heirloom tomatoes.
void and suggested a small food
“He’s in his 50s and he told me last year, ‘I’m
festival.
“At that stage I didn’t know if I would go back to finally going to see if I can make a living from
the library or what the heck to do, so I said yes, let’s farming.’ The average farmer makes less than
$10,000 a year in Mississippi, which I think is a
do that.”
scandal,” she said. “It’s very difficult to support
The first Red White and Blueberry Festival drew
yourself with just a farm.”
about 10 vendors and revived an interest in the
Claughton never asks her vendors about how much
farmer’s market. When Miller offered the use of the
they make at the markets.
chamber parking lot, Claughton said, “It was either
“It’s none of my business,” she said. “But I have a
go find a real job or restart the market. We decided
why not. All the small farmers were hurting anyway feeling they’re making enough because nobody ever
leaves.”
because of Katrina.”
restaurants in London and Louisiana. She and her
American husband, Jack DeFee, moved to
Mississippi in 1999 and while Claughton was
working at the Ocean Springs Library, she got the
idea to create a true farmer’s market in town.
“I decided to start one and found a friend from the
library who started the market with me and who had
lived in France,” she said. “Most people here didn't
understand the concept.”

Business Quarterly, October 2016 – 21

Entrepreneurs
“When I started in 2004, there were probably about
2,500 farmer’s markets in North America. Now there
are well over 8,000, which is a good thing, but it’s
Agriculture is Mississippi’s number one industry, emalso bad because we’ve put our heads above parapet
ploying about 260,000 people, according to Farm Families
of Mississippi.
and supermarkets have seen us.”
It contributes $7.4 billion in income, 22 percent of the
Walmart and other large chains are cashing in on
state’s total, along with another $16.1 billion in valuethe demand for fresh local produce and Claughton
added income.
fears farmer’s markets will go the way of mom-andThe state has over 37,100 farms covering some 10.9 milpop grocery stores overcome by competition.
lion acres of farmed land. In addition, $99 million is spent
on agricultural R&D, eighth highest in the nation, accordShe knows it all comes down to cost and
ing to Mississippi Agriculture, Forestry and Natural Reconvenience.
sources.
“Most people are shopping by price because they
The average Mississippi farms are composed of 264
have to, and it’s so much easier to go to the
acres and spread across every region of the state, but the
supermarket. You have to be a dedicated shopper to
highest concentration is in the Delta, according to Farm
come out to the farmer’s market.”
Families of Mississippi.
The site lists three farmers markets in Jackson County,
At the same time, Claughton sees a farmer’s market
six in Harrison County and one in Hancock County.
as a stepping stone for entrepreneurs. “Where else for
the price of a tent and a table can you start in
- Researched by GCRL
business?” she asks.
She counts her Ocean Springs vendors among the
Farming is a difficult business but the farmer’s
market success stories.
markets also can be difficult.
“We have at the moment the salsa guy selling to
“Farmers tend to be solitary people anyhow and if
you come to a farmer’s market you have to also be a supermarkets. We have had a coffee guy who is so
salesman. You have to want to do it and be prepared busy now he can’t even come to the market.”
Another farmer is growing sunflowers and selling
to put in the time and effort. For four hours on
Saturday morning you put in eight hours, picking the to a supermarket chain.
“There are possibilities way more than just four
night before and traveling to get there.”
The markets run year around and on a peak-season hours on a Saturday morning,” she said. “You can go
Saturdays the Ocean Springs market draws 20 to 25 as far as you want.”
vendors.
It also draws residents and enough visitors that
■■■
Claughton considers the farmer’s market a tourist
attraction that has an impact on sales tax collections
and property values.
“You would think that something open four hours
once a week would have no impact but it does. It
caps a halo over the rest of the city,” said Claughton.
About the author
Besides a monetary value, the farmer’s market
Lisa Monti is a writer, editor, photographer
promotes a healthy lifestyle and fosters a sense of
and blogger with 40 years of experience in pubcommunity.
lishing, working in both the private sector and
“People meet at the market, they bring their dogs to
government. She's worked as a reporter and
the market, it’s great for children,” she said. “The
business editor at daily newspapers, lifestyle
marketplace always was a place where people met.”
magazines, business journals and more. She
Claughton sees expansion for farmer’s markets
lives in Bay St. Louis, Miss. □
around the country, thanks to programs touting the
benefits of fresh food.

Mississippi agriculture
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Spotlight - The region by the numbers
County/parish area cluster study (ranked by annual wage average)
County/parish

Prosperity, GDP per capita,
real dollars 1998-2013

Annual wage, average private, 1998-13

Unemployment
1998-2015

Employment, private
non-ag 1998-2013

Plaquemines, La.

$135,521

$64.334

6.25(louisiana)

11,040

St. Charles, La.

$107,505

$63,818

6.25(louisiana)

21,116

St. James, La.

$83,170

$63,167

6.25(louisiana)

5,977

Iberville, La.

$73,891

$60,020

6.25(louisiana)

9,784

West Feliciana, La.

$37,235

$54,116

6.25(louisiana)

2,666

St. John the Baptist, La.

$64,376

$50,002

6.25(louisiana)

13,888

Jackson, Miss.

$31,426

$48,040

6.52(mississippi)

43,812

Ascension, La.

$41,119

$47,687

6.25(louisiana)

35,665

Orleans, La.

$48,513

$46,573

6.25(louisiana)

164,374

East Baton Rouge, La.

$58,606

$46,206

6.25(louisiana)

249,626

West Baton Rouge, La.

$68,449

$45,036

6.25(louisiana)

11,049

Jefferson, La.

$43,084

$43,410

6.25(louisiana)

178,459

Hancock, Miss.

$28,299

$41,168

6.52(mississippi)

9,779

Pointe Coupee, La.

$23,773

$40,247

6.25(louisiana)

4,164

St. Bernard, La.

$41,858

$39,550

6.25(louisiana)

7,660

Mobile, Ala.

$37,648

$39,195

6.10(alabama)

147,574

St. Tammany, La.

$27,966

$39,120

6.25(louisiana)

72,584

Leon, Fla.

$39,413

$38,327

5.4(florida)

94,117

East Feliciana, La.

$17,430

$36,588

6.25(louisiana)

3,305

Escambia, Fla.

$36,473

$36,558

5.4(florida)

98,366

Harrison, Miss.

$37,355

$35,558

6.52(mississippi)

71,566

Okaloosa, Fla.

$39,543

$35,064

5.4(florida)

58,285

Bay, Fla.

$39,034

$33,782

5.4(florida)

56,839

Gadsden, Fla.

$23,440

$33,505

5.4(florida)

9,016

Santa Rosa, Fla.

$19,130

$33,346

5.4(florida)

22,056

Livingston, La.

$14,006

$32,213

6.25(louisiana)

19,448

Walton, Fla.

$36,242

$30,582

5.4(florida)

17,445

Baldwin, Ala.

$29,362

$30,351

6.10(alabama)

54,988

Jefferson, Fla.

$16,707

$29,425

5.4(florida)

1,490

St. Helena, La.

$12,612

$29,213

6.25(louisiana)

1,146

Gulf, Fla.

$23,906

$29,000

5.4(florida)

2,023

Wakulla, Fla.

$12,991

$28,567

5.4(florida)

3,101

Source: U.S. Cluster Mapping
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A chance to change for the better
A digital, global world is here,
and Northwest Florida has new
opportunities in cyber security,
entrepreneurship and leveraging
federal investments, but poverty
and education issues remain...
PANAMA CITY, Fla.

F

or 20 years Gulf Power has been drawing
the movers and shakers of Northwest Florida to an annual economic symposium to
discuss ways to improve the lot of an area
often behind the curve of a growing state. And this
year there was an additional emphasis placed on
some of the social issues holding back the region.
The message seemed clear: Yes, there are opportunities in the world that’s being reinvented by technology and globalization, but it’s also important not to
leave anyone behind.
This year’s symposium at the Sheraton Bay Point
Resort in Panama City Beach attracted more than
530 participants. It was not as big as last year’s
“Think Big” event that drew more than 600, but a far
cry from the original symposium’s 75.
Stan Connally, chairman, president and CEO of
Gulf Power, set the stage for the conference when he
pointed out that the region has grown 25 percent to
more than 1 million people since 1996, and it’s expected that the region will need more than 100,000

jobs by 2030 just to
keep up with expected
growth.
But he also pointed
out that about 15 percent of the region lives
in poverty and 25 percent of students do not graduate from high school on
time or at all - problems that need to be addressed.
It’s likely participants got the message. John Hutchinson, a former Gulf Power executive who now
owns his own consulting business, Hutch-Touch,
gave his take-away after the symposium.
“Long-lasting, sustainable economic development
has to include improving the lot of those at the bottom of the economic spectrum. The best growth
communities are those where everyone has a chance
to be successful at all levels of the workforce.”
Andrea Krieger, president and CEO of United Way
of Escambia County, wrote a guest opinion in the
Pensacola News Journal pointing out that the symposium included an honest look at how poverty impacts future success of the community.
“I believe the commitment and investment of local
leaders who work collectively for all citizens is the
only way our community will prosper,” she wrote.
Rick Byars, head of economic development of Gulf
Power, also gave a nod to the need for raising the
opportunities for everyone.
“Northwest Florida is poised for transformational
change. This change is being driven by public and
private leadership, who have the clear understanding
that we must develop strategies and program that will
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affect the lives all Northwest Floridians. We must
find solutions that will create economic benefit for all
our citizens, including solving our issues around generational poverty. Our future will be bright, if we
tackle these challenges and provide meaningful solutions.” he said.
Rick Harper, chief research officer at the University of West Florida, summarized it in a closing
video. “What we have to do to prepare for the 21st
century technology-intensive economy is make sure
that good education, good human skills and abilities
translate from top to bottom of the workforce,” he
said.
World reinvented

All of this was in the context of a word that is rapidly changing, a world filled with challenges as well
as opportunities.
Peter Leyden, founder of Reinvent and former
managing editor of Wired magazine, talked during
the first day about the coming reinvention of America and how new technologies and demographic
trends are transforming the 21st century.
He said it’s not the first such upheaval.
The eras of Jefferson, Lincoln and both Roosevelts
were marked by major changes and challenges, and
the latest one is most notable for the digitization and
globalization “of everything.”
Challenges today include climate change, global
terrorism, migration, robotics and artificial intelligence. It’s an age where most of the world is plugged
in and self-driving cars are just a few years away.
The downside is that 47 percent of American workers
have jobs at high risk of automation.
The Millennial generation born between 1981 and
1997 came of age in a computerized world and now
outnumber Baby Boomers, who are a fading part of
the workforce. The Millennial generation is very tech
savvy, civic minded, racially diverse, global and
green, and will dominate by 2025, he said.
The demographic changes are significant. Hispanics will make up 30 percent of workers by 2050, and
already climate change is a driver of the economy.
Leyden sees opportunities for developers to rebuild
the energy grid and transportation system.
There is one aspect of the future world that has al-

ready been of high interest in Northwest Florida. Cyber security, one of the biggest issues in an age
where most of the world is plugged in, is seen as an
opportunity for the region, home to a number of defense installations that focus on cyber issues.
If anything, the presidential race has made it abundantly clear - if it wasn’t already - that cyber attacks
and the resulting WikiLeaks are real and we are all
vulnerable.
Cyber security

The cyber security market is expected to grow from
$75 billion in 2015 to $170 billion by 2020. Jobs in
the field are growing across the economy, including
in defense, government, finance and healthcare, just
to name a few.
Data shows 84 percent of cyber security postings
require a bachelor’s degree and 83 percent require at
least three years of experience. Demand is expected
to grow to 6 million globally by 2019, with a projected shortfall of 1.5 million.
Steps are being taken here to meet demand.
The University of West Florida’s Center for Cybersecurity was launched in 2014. In May UWF received designation from the National Security
Agency and Department of Homeland Security as a
National Center of Academic Excellence in Cyber
Defense Education.
Eman El-Sheikh, director of the cyber security center, said the first class will graduate next summer.
Apparently, young people get it.
A survey released in early October found that
awareness of cyber attacks in the run-up to the U.S.
presidential election has grown the number of young
adults more likely to pursue a career in cyber security. The survey, Securing Our Future: Closing the
Cybersecurity Talent Gap, was commissioned by
Raytheon and the National Cyber Security Alliance.
Among other things, the survey found that in the
United States, the number of young adults who say
they have read or heard a news account of cyber attacks within the last year nearly doubled from 36 percent in 2015 to 64 percent in 2016.
It also found 37 percent of young adults in the
world and 34 percent in the United States are more
likely than a year ago to consider a career to make
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in our region and this can be a driver for economic
development not only the direct employment of a
highly skilled staff which then starts companies in
the region but also the spinoff technologies,” Ford
said in the closing comments video.
For Northwest Florida, Eglin and its aerial weapons development office is a real powerhouses. As
one of the biggest recipient of federal research development, test and evaluation dollars. Eglin programs
over the years have been a magnet for companies
that work with the Air Force Research Lab.
The region recently welcomed a new tool to ease
work between the private sector and military. The
Doolittle Institute of Fort Walton Beach, which
opened its doors in 2014, is a go-between for the
military and companies that would like to do business with the military.
Innovation has always been important in warfare,
and in a world where technology changes rapidly,
the military is looking to think tanks like DI to ensure war fighters have the best tools, and quickly.
Funded initially by the Air Force Research Lab
Munitions Directorate, DI is growing, and now oversees an office in Tampa that works with the Special
Operations Command. Both operations create an inFederal investments
novative environment for bringing together the best
Leveraging federal investments for economic
minds of industry, academia, and government to colgrowth was the topic of a panel discussion moderlaborate and find solutions to the toughest science
ated by Ken Ford, CEO and director of the Florida
Institute for Human and Machine Cognition in Pen- and technology challenges.
It’s a way for the military to try new concepts outsacola.
The other two panelists were Morley Stone, chief side the normal acquisition process, which can be
technology officer at the Air Force Research Labora- slow and filled with red tape. At the heart of its work
tory of Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Dayton, is technology transfer, and it works both ways. TechOhio, and Edwin A. Stewart, technical director of the nology developed by the military can find its way
into the public sector and public sector work can find
Naval Surface Warfare Center Panama City Division. Both organizations are major recipients of fed- its way faster into the military.
In July the state of Florida provided a $100,000
eral research dollars.
grant, a sign that the state sees the value in bringing
But those are only two of the military bases in
companies,
connection entrepreneurs and bringing in
Northwest Florida. It’s also home to Tyndall Air
non-defense teams to work on problems important to
Force Base, Duke Field, Hurlburt Field, Naval Air
Station Whiting Field and Naval Air Station Pensa- AFRL, according to a profile of DI in the August
Gulf Coast Reporters League/Gulf Coast Aerospace
cola. That presence is reflected in the number of
DoD contractors in the counties with military bases. Corridor Newsletter.
The symposium did not forget the importance of
Escambia has 646, Santa Rosa 200, Okaloosa 582,
entrepreneurs to Northwest Florida. A highlight of
and Bay 429.
“We have a very heavy federal investment in R&D the event was speaker Daymond John, founder and
the internet safer. Last year the number was 28 percent globally and 26 percent in the United States.
Dave Wajsgras, president of Raytheon’s Intelligence Information and Services business, said in a
news release with the report that if young people can
be shown a clear path to careers in cyber security,
“we can make real progress in eliminating the serious cyber talent shortage and making our country
more secure.”
Said Michael Kaiser, executive director of the National Cyber Security Alliance: “When it comes to
guidance for pursuing cyber security careers, young
adults say parents are the most influential figure in
shaping their career choices, but most millennials
don't believe their parents are prepared to help them
pursue a career in cyber security.
“As parents, leaders and educators we need to better communicate the opportunities in the cyber security field and help guide students to them,” he said.
At the symposium, speakers said the regional economic transformation strategy must include goals
and tactics for developing talent is this field in
Northwest Florida.
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CEO of FUBU, presidential Ambassador for Global
Entrepreneurship and one of the sharks on television’s Shark Tank.
His most recent book, “The Power of Broke,” takes
a look at how successful entrepreneurs who started
from broke were forced to think more creatively and
to leverage their resources more efficiently.
For this region, continuing to attract businesses as
well as nurturing start-ups appears to be the proper
course to take.
“In order to keep growing our tech and manufacturing ecosystem in Northwest Florida, we need a
two-prong approach. We need to bring in companies
from the outside and we also need organic growth of
startups in the region to supply labor for those companies that are coming in and vice versa,” Steve Millaway, CEO TechFarms.
Problems to solve

The pressing issues of poverty and education were
addressed on the second day of the symposium. Particularly striking was that 15 percent of the region
lives below the poverty level, and while household
income is up, it’s not at the rate of the country as a
whole. That combined with the fact that 25 percent
don’t graduate from high school or don’t graduate on
time provided a context not often seen at economic
development events.
Will Weatherford, former speaker of the Florida
House, called it a moral problem as well as an economic problem, according to the Panama City News
Herald.
He challenged the business community to lead the
efforts in addressing and solving the problem. “We
should be fighting for the least among us who are
struggling to survive day to day,” according to the
Pensacola News Journal.
Poverty impacts the business sector when employers look for workers. Especially when for some, it
makes more sense to live on public assistance than to
work at low wages.
Krieger of United Way, in her opinion column in
the Pensacola News Journal, praising the symposium for addressing poverty.
She wrote that it was “devastating” to hear that
there are 1 million more food stamp recipients in

Florida than there were at the end of the 2010 recession. But she said that in many ways the welfare system punishes productivity.
“Somewhere around 22 percent of our children are
raised in poverty. Each percentage of poverty costs
the government, the national economy, about $40
billion a year,” said Zach Jenkins, director of the
Haas Center at the University of West Florida.
“Our classrooms are microcosms of our communities, communities that suffer and struggle also have
students in our classrooms that suffer and struggle,”
said Ginger Littleton, vice chair Alignment Bay
County, said in the closing video.
Stepping back and looking at the first day focus on
opportunities and the second day focus on social issues, it makes a bit more clear the opening video that
talked about the region speaking “as one.”
It might have seemed initially as a call for economic development leaders to work together, but it
really addressed the economic and social issues.
“This transformational economic development that
we’re working on ensures that nobody’s left out.
And the most important thing about engaging all the
voices is simply that. That we have the ability to
have nobody left out,” said Bentina Terry, vice president customer service and sales, in the closing video.
“The collaboration and the collaborative effort between education and industry is much better than it
has ever been,” said Al McCambry, dean of workforce development at Gulf Coast State College.
One method to address these issues is just now
forming. The University of West Florida’s Haas
Center and Florida’s Great Northwest have chosen
Austin, Texas-based TIP Strategies to assist in developing a regional economic transformation plan for
13 counties in Northwest Florida.
The work is funded by a U.S. Department of Commerce Economic Adjustment Assistance grant that
was awarded to the Haas Center last summer. The
work began in September and is slated to conclude
with completion of a final strategy in January.
“At the end of the day this initiative is a plan for all
of us,” Kim Wilmes, president and CEO of Florida’s
Great Northwest.
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The flooding aftermath
will see a boost from
people buying basic
items and appliances
to replace what was
lost in the flooding.
The rebuilding will
also increase demand
for building materials such as drywall, insulation as
well as carpets.
BATON ROUGE, La.
While “new dollars” from insurance settlements,
bank loans and federal assistance are being dropped
slow moving, mid-August storm dumped into the Baton Rouge economy, Richardson said that
will dry up in about a year.
as much as 31 inches of rain on parts of
“That’s when you start seeing the drop-off,” he
metro Baton Rouge in a 15 hour period,
said. “(People think), ‘I don’t need to buy more
causing widespread flooding that killed
things and I need to start paying back my debt.’”
13 people and damaged up to 147,000 homes and
Loren Scott, who releases an outlook for the Lousmall businesses.
isiana economy every fall, projected the Baton
After a month and a half, things are beginning to
return to normal. Major employers say most of their Rouge metro area will add 4,500 jobs in 2017, a 1.1
percent increase.
workers are back on the job. The frustrating and
But Scott’s figures didn’t include the impact of the
slow recovery process has started.
flooding, since how it effects the economy depends
Louisiana Economic Development estimates the
largely on how much aid is available to storm vicflood caused $8.7 billion in damages to homes and
tims. Congress approved $500 million in flood relief
businesses and made 278,500 people temporarily
miss work. In the three week period after the flood, in late September, but Scott noted that comes to
LED Secretary Don Pierson estimated the state sus- about $4,500 for each home damaged by the flooding – not enough for people to make repairs.
tained labor and production losses that affected 6
Louisiana officials have called that allocation a
percent of its economy.
“down payment” on future aid for flood victims.
Complicating the recovery is that so many of the
Gov. John Bel Edwards had initially sought $2.8 bilhomes that flooded didn’t have federal flood insurance because they were in areas where lenders didn’t lion in funding.
require the coverage.
The Baton Rouge economy has been steadily
growing over the past few years, because sustained
In East Baton Rouge Parish, half of the houses
low natural gas prices drove a boom in petrochemithat flooded were in areas not considered to be at
high risk. High risk areas are those where meteorolo- cal construction.
Adam Knapp, president and chief executive officer
gists predict there’s a one percent chance each year
of flooding. The August rainfall has been described of the Baton Rouge Area Chamber, which oversees
economic development activity in the nine parish
as an event that has an .02 or even .01 percent
metro area, said a survey of “major economic drivchance of happening in a given year.
ers” – firms with 50 or more employees – found that
Jim Richardson, an LSU economist, estimated it
nearly all of those businesses came out of the floodwill take a year to fully realize the impact of the
ing with little damage.
flood damage. In the short term, the local economy

More than a month after the
flooding, things are beginning to
return to normal in the capital
city of Louisiana, but it’s a slow
recovery process...

A
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By the numbers
Damage: $8.7 billion
Damage to business: $2 billion
Housing units damaged: 109,000
Businesses interrupted: 20,000
Louisiana Economic Development found 6,000
businesses in 22 parishes over a period of days.
LED surveyed 455 economic driver firms in
flood-impacted regions, those employers that
contribute the most output in the state’s economy, and found 6 percent suffered significant
damage and 9 percent sustained minor damage.

“We lost everything in the flood,” said Carter, who
was forced to temporarily move her business from
Baker to Baton Rouge. “This will help us with the
basic startup, to get the things we need.”
Helping Hands was awarded the maximum amount
of money that could go to a business. Carter said her
13 employees are back on the job.
"Some of our people lost a lot of things, but we
need to provide support to our clients," she said.
Carter plans to reopen her business at its original
location but doesn't know when that will happen.
“The landlord is going to have to rebuild our building,” she said.

Knapp estimates 150,000 to 180,000 home and
business owners will apply for help through the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s assistance
- Source LED
program as a result of the August flooding. In contrast, there were 140,000 applications after HurriBut it’s the small businesses in areas hardest hit by cane Sandy hit New Jersey in 2012.
Knapp said it’s too early to speculate how long it
flooding that are hurting and could hinder recovery
efforts. Because those areas had the most homes that will take Baton Rouge to fully recover from the
flooding.
took on water, their customers may have been tem“Is Hurricane Katrina recovery complete in New
porarily or permanently displaced.
Orleans?” he said.
BRAC and other local business groups launched
the Louisiana Small Business Rebirth Fund to give
grants to help companies get back on their feet after
■■■
the storm. More than 600 businesses applied for the
first round of grant funding in early September. The
fund gave out $350,000 to 57 small businesses.
Those applications gave a snapshot on how the
About the author
flooding affected small businesses. Knapp said 30
Timothy Boone has more
percent of the applicants were still shut down a few
than 20 years of experience
weeks after the flooding.
working for newspapers
In Livingston Parish, where the vast majority of
and business magazines in
houses and businesses flooded, 40 percent of compaLouisiana and Mississippi.
nies were still shut down.
He has covered beats rang“You start to wonder how this will play out in the
ing from casinos to real escoming months,” Knapp said. “We expect to see
tate. He's worked for the
some job layoffs and job losses.”
Alexandria Daily Town Talk, the Daily Iberian,
Merian Carter, chief executive officer and owner
Mississippi
Press, the Sun Herald of Biloxiof Helping Hands Consultation, was awarded a
Gulfport, the Advocate and Baton Rouge Busi$10,000 grant. She told The Advocate of Baton
ness Report. He lives in Baton Rouge, La. □
Rouge the grant will mean a lot for her mental health
counseling business.
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A few steps into the future
Pensacola research scientists
build on reputation as an IHMC
exoskeleton that gives mobility
to the disabled places second in
a competition in Switzerland...
PENSACOLA, Fla.

A

team from the Florida Institute for Human and Machine Cognition (IHMC), just
over a year after finishing 2nd in a major
robotics competition in California, pulled
off another second-place finish in the battle between
powered exoskeletons in Switzerland.
Cybathlon, held Oct. 8 in Zurich, was created to
bring together academia, industry, technology developers and people with disabilities to promote the use
of wearable robotic devices.
The competition hosted 66 teams from across the
globe competing in six divisions. In addition to exoskeletons, other division were powered arm and powered leg prosthesis, wheelchair, and brain-computer
interface.
Nine teams competed in the exoskeleton division
event, with IHMC the only team from the United
States to compete and place.
Using the Mina v2 exoskeleton developed at
IHMC’s research facility in Pensacola, pilot athlete
Mark Daniel was the man at the controls.
Daniel suffered a spinal cord injury in 2007 in a car
accident, which left him paralyzed. He began assisting the IHMC research team in 2010 evaluating and
testing powered exoskeletons.
“I am very proud of our team's Silver Medal finish
in the Powered Exoskeleton race,” said Peter Neuhaus, senior research scientist and leader of the project. “This competition was open to researchers and
companies throughout the world, and to finish just
behind an established company affirms our position
in the field.”

German-based ReWalk won first place in an exoskeleton used by Andre Van Ruschen, who also suffered a spinal cord injury in a car accident.
“The team worked hard getting the software and
hardware ready, and Mark's ceaseless training paid
off,” Neuhaus said.
Daniel rolled his wheelchair up to fifteen miles a
day and also took to the pool to swim in preparation
for the event.
The powered exoskeleton competition was comprised of a race that included six tasks with a 10minute time limit. Tasks included sitting down and
getting up from a sofa; walking through a slalom
without hitting the poles; climbing a ramp and opening a door; walking up and down stairs; and walking
on a path landing the feet on random flat stones.
There were over 4,600 visitors at the event held in
the SWISS Arena Kloten and organized by the Swiss
Federal Institute of Technology.
Neuhaus said the Cybathlon marks an important
step in IHMC’s long-term research goals in exoskeletons. In June 2015, the team took second place in the
world - the best showing of any team from the
United States - in the DARPA Robotics Challenge.
That was designed to see of robots could assist in
disasters, natural and man-made.
“While it is impressive what we, as a community,
have accomplished and demonstrated so far, we have
a long way to go with regard to restoring mobility
with robotic devices for people with paralysis,” Neuhaus said. “Our goal is to continue to make advancements in mobility assistance through cutting edge
research.”
IHMC is one of the nation’s premier research organizations with world-class scientists and engineers
investigating a broad range of topics related to building technological systems aimed at amplifying and
extending human cognitive, physical and perceptual
capacities. In addition to its headquarters in downtow
Pensacola, IHMC operates a research laboratory in
Ocala, Fla.
- GCRL report

Page 30: Mark Daniel at the controls of the Mina v2 exoskeleton developed by IHMC.
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A Renaissance man
The energetic physician has a
lot of interests beyond medicine,
so writing, songwriting and
making films - but not cooking are what the doctor ordered...
GULF BREEZE, Fla.

D

r. Richard Stachler is like a multifaceted diamond that remains a work in
progress until the last sparkle is cut into
the rock to show its brilliance.
In addition to being an established Internal Medicine physician in Gulf Breeze, Stachler is a singer, a
songwriter, plays guitar, draws, paints, and writes.
He also is a videographer, photographer and an adventurer.
He is a Renaissance man who
has traveled many paths in life.
“I’ve been accused of that before. I find so many things interesting, and I don’t know why everyone doesn’t do a bunch of
things. There’s a lot to do in life,”
Cindy West
Stachler said.
But can he cook?
“If I can’t do it with a crockpot, grill or microwave,
I don’t eat,” he said with a smile.
At one time, actually while doing his residency in
medical school, Stachler even had a recording studio
in his home. He plays his 44-year-old Yamaha guitar
for fun now, and listens to recordings he saved of
songs he had written, played and sang.
Patients are exposed to a wide variety of music
whenever they visit Stachler’s office. On any given
day, they may hear anything from water music, to
Bob Marley, Ella Fitzgerald, Doris Day, or of course
Stachler’s all-time favorites: The Beatles.

His life interests are so broad that it’s hard to pin
him down on a favorite. He used to wind surf but remains an avid tennis player. For the moment, his passion is videography.
“If I couldn’t have gone into medicine, I would
have been a movie director,” he said, noting that he
created and made movie trailers for his book “The
Fifth Stage,” which is a medical thriller spanning two
centuries and involves “sleep, dreams, murder.”
“The best movies are ones that thrill you with some
sort of positive message,” he said.
But before the movie trailers, he had to write “The
Fifth Stage,” which was a project he began in 2005
and completed seven years later. He said that as a
biology major, he had just one composition class and
therefore had to figure out how to write the book.
Now, he has started writing a sequel to the book,
and is approximately 30,000 words into this next
project.
“It’s a blast (writing the new book),” he said, adding that he’s using the same characters in yet another
medical thriller.
“When I began writing the dialogue (this time) between Jack and Kelly, it was like they’d never been
gone,” he said about two book characters.
Stachler said he loves the creative process of
“coming up with something from nothing. You start
with a canvas and build a story around it.”
When it comes time to have someone review his
writings, Stachler turns to his wife Karen.
“We sit down and she reads out loud and edits.
She’s my best critic,” he said proudly.
Back in high school, Stachler took art classes and
was a member of the photography club.
“I would see something artistic and say I want to
do that.”
He has painted in water color, acrylic, and even
used ink and pointillism to create art he has framed
and displayed in his home.
One of his current dreams is to see “The Fifth
Stage” in movie form.

Page 32: Dr. Richard Stachler finds expression for his creativity in part by writing novels.
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Stachler plays the guitar in the “Adventurer’s Club” of his home. Like other professionals, he finds time for creative pursuits.

His passion for the arts – and life in general – easily
comes through during conversations as his eyes light
up and a smile crosses his face.
“My main job is medicine. As a physician, I get a
rare opportunity to make a difference in people’s
lives. It’s a big thrill to be able to do that. You don’t
get that every day, but when you do, it’s why you do
it,” Stachler said.
Stachler was born in Dayton, Ohio. He received his
medical degree from Wright State University in 1984
and completed his residency training in internal
medicine in 1987. He moved to Florida in 1991 and
currently practices Internal Medicine in Gulf Breeze.
Aside from being extremely proud of his three sons
– ages 19, 22 and 26 – Stachler said he is proud of
his music, writing and the book trailers.

“We had so much fun making (the trailers),” he
said.
Not too long ago, Stachler and his wife built a pergola in his backyard. A brick prop from one of the
book trailers is beside it and is illuminated at night.
His home is filled with pieces of his family’s life:
Pictures, paintings, art. Perhaps the place that could
capture a young boy’s imagination the most – or an
adult’s who can find adventures in little things – is a
room designated the “Adventurer’s Club.” Stachler
said the room is based on a theme club in Downtown
Disney.
“It’s a clubhouse where Indiana Jones would be
comfortable,” he said.
A large poster of Indiana Jones is a focal point in
the room and each part of the room has a theme: Af-
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rica, Europe, flight. There is a picture of his father,
who was a pilot during World War II, in one of the
sections. About 45 people have participated in and
passed the necessary rituals to become members of
the club.
Yet for all of his accomplishments, Stachler easily
came up with something he would like to do better
than he does now.
“I wish I could ride horses better,” he said, “and I
would like to fish better particularly if it becomes
necessary for survival.”

But then he’d have to cook the fish, and he already
said how that would turn out.
“The Fifth Stage” can be purchased on Amazon.com or at Geronimo’s Outpost on Pensacola
Beach. To read reviews and follow updates on Stachler’s next book, you can “like” The Fifth Stage
page on Face Book and/or view some of his book
trailers at http://thefifthstage.com.
■■■

The prescription for a rock doc
The heart surgeon at Baptist
Hospital finds playing music in
a rock band is a way to relax and
clear his mind of whatever he
had to deal with...
PENSACOLA, Fla.

I

MyDavidHall photo

Nielsen on the bass with Bring On The Benjamins rock band.

f you needed to cast someone in the role of a
doctor for a television show or a movie, Jim
Nielsen might just be your man.
Clean-cut, bespectacled and professionally attired,
talk to him and you’ll learn he is, in fact, a heart
surgeon at Pensacola’s Baptist Hospital.
Go a little bit further in the conversation, and
you’ll find out that Dr. Jim Nielsen also has a passion for something well outside the sanitized confines of an operating room.
He is a doc who rocks.
It’s certainly not surprising that he has interests
that go well beyond what he does professionally.
Nearly all of us do. But it’s quite different when a
hobby or avocation puts you in front of others.
For the past three years, Nielsen has been playing
bass and singing background harmonies in a fivemember rock and roll band called Bring On The
Benjamins.
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Benjamins performed at the annual Breast Cancer
Heard of them? Good. If not, you should. They
Walk in Pensacola in front of 20,000 to 25,000 peoplay at various venues in the area about once a
ple, who may not have been directly in front of the
month. The group of experienced musicians plays
stage but were in the area. They were invited back
rock music from the ‘70s to today.
and agreed to play again this year for the event on
Nielsen graduated from the University of Iowa
October 29.
Carver College of Medicine in 1986, and has been
Other members of the group include Paul Glisson
practicing in Pensacola for 22 years after moving
on vocals, guitar and keyboards; Pearl Ash on lead
here from San Antonio, Texas.
In his spare time, music is one of his ways to relax. vocals; Jim Faxlanger on guitar; and Steve Saunders
on drums. Ash joined the group after she was one of
“You can clear your mind of whatever you have
the audience participants one night and got up on
had to deal with,” Nielsen said.
“I played in bands since high school and college,” stage to sing with the band.
Nielsen said his tastes in music run the gamut for
Nielsen said. “Everything from country-and-western
to rock bands. I went to med school and didn’t play his listening pleasure.
“Mainly it’s anything that has a well-produced mofor like 30 years until about five years ago when I
ment in song. It doesn’t matter what type of music it
picked the guitar back up and started taking some
is. Probably I prefer mostly rock-and-roll stuff, but a
bass lessons.”
Although he only plays bass guitar at present, Niel- lot of current stuff also gets my ear.”
Nielsen has seven bass guitars and has begun buysen has also played baritone and tenor sax.
ing parts and resurrecting old castaways. Two bass
“My family was friends with a band teacher and
guitars he has made he also plays in the band.
whenever he needed a different instrument, he’d
And yes, Nielsen does enjoy lishand me one and tell me to go
tening to music whenever he’s dohome and learn to play,” Nielsen
surgeries. And it’s not just one
said. “Coronet, French horn. Then
“It’s a pretty big rush to play ing
type of music but rather a broad
he handed me a bass guitar and I
in front of people, get them
spectrum of musical styles.
connected with it.”
“Music soothes the savage
That was around ninth or tenth
involved and go into the
beast,” he said.
grade, he said.
crowd with a wireless mic so
Around the time he was a senior
Nielsen played bass in one band,
in high school, Nielsen said he had
but the chemistry just wasn’t right you get them to sing or up on
thoughts of becoming a full-time
until he met the other members of
stage.”
Bring On The Benjamins.
-Jim Nielsen musician.
“It came down to either biology
The band’s name alludes to the
pre-med or music. I figured music
“irony of it all,” Nielsen said. “It’s
like bring on your money but we’re not taking any of would be tough. I just wish I hadn’t let music slide
for 30 years because I would be better than what I am
it home.” (Benjamin is slang for a $100 bill)
Part of his enjoyment in playing the bass also lies now,” he said.
Bring On The Benjamins refer to themselves as
in performing with the group.
“It’s a pretty big rush to play in front of people, get “the best band you haven’t heard yet.”
You can find them on Facebook: https://
them involved and go into the crowd with a wireless
mic so you get them to sing or up on stage. People
www.facebook.com/bringonthebenjamins
often ask me if I get nervous. Not anymore. I’ve real- Check them out. Like them. Follow them. And go
ized about 99.5 percent of a crowd wishes they were hear them when they perform. You might just want
doing what I’m doing,” Nielsen said.
to Bring On The (Grover) Clevelands.
Talk about crowds and the adrenalin rush from
playing in front of them: Last year, Bring On The
- Cindy West
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Spotlight - The region by the numbers

Map by Rudy Nowak

Region’s metropolitan areas, populations
Ranking
Population estimates
(as of July 1, 2014)
2013

2014

Change, 2013 to 2014
Number

Percent

Population estimates
(as of July 1, 2014)
2013

2014

Change, 2013 to 2014
Number

Percent

New Orleans-Metairie, La. (Jefferson, Orleans, Plaquemines, St. Bernard, St. Charles, St. James, St. John the Baptist, St. Tammany parishes)
1,241,949

1,251,849

9,900

0.8

45

45

49

142

Baton Rouge, La. (Ascension, East Baton Rouge, East Feliciana, Iberville, Livingston, Pointe Coupee, St. Helena, West Baton
Rouge, West Feliciana parishes)
820,409

825,478

5,069

0.6

69

70

83

174

Pensacola-Ferry Pass-Brent, Fla. (Escambia, Santa Rosa counties)
468,682

474,081

5,399

1.2

109

109

76

87

563

0.1

127

127

240

267

137

136

110

124

141

140

154

185

Mobile, Ala. (Mobile County)
414,560

415,123

Gulfport-Biloxi-Pascagoula, Miss. (Hancock, Harrison, Jackson counties)
382,458

386,144

3,686

1.0

Tallahassee, Fla. (Gadsden, Jefferson, Leon, Wakulla counties)
373,583

375,751

2,168

0.6

Crestview-Fort Walton Beach-Destin, Fla. (Okaloosa, Walton counties)
253,309

258,042

4,733

1.9

184

183

91

37

2.4

220

218

93

14

2.2

224

222

106

19

Daphne-Fairhope-Foley, Ala. (Baldwin County)
195,443

200,111

4,668

Panama City, Fla. (Bay, Gulf counties)
190,771

194,929

4,158

Sources: Metro definitions, Office of Management and Budget, February 2013; figures U.S. Census Bureau, March, 26, 2015
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