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Albemarle creative juices flowing
By Reggie Ponder
Staff writer
Friday, July 16, 2010
Ray Meiggs gives a presentation for the Arts of the Albmemarle at The Center, Thursday, July 15, 2010.
Ray Meiggs believes there’s something special about Elizabeth City and northeastern North Carolina that could bring a “creative economy” here.
That term typically leads to “raised eyebrows,” says Meiggs, executive director of Arts of the Albemarle, which was awarded a $100,000 grant from the N.C. Center for Rural Economic Development.
But there are 293,000 jobs in North Carolina based on a resilient and place-based “creative economy” with creative industries that generate $41 billion in business to the state, he says.
Soon, the Albemarle could tap into that same success that parts of western North Carolina have worked to attain.
Thursday night, several dozen civic leaders, residents and elected officials kicked off a planning process that will gather ideas for building a creative economy in the Albemarle and develop ways to bring those ideas to fruition.
The initiative is focused first on Pasquotank, Camden, Currituck and Gates counties, but is expected eventually to include the whole “Inner Banks” region around the sounds of northeastern North Carolina.
Inspired by a presentation on the “Handmade in America” initiative in the western part of the state, the five dozen community leaders and interested citizens who turned out for the meeting at Arts of the Albemarle signed up to participate in three working groups: education, economic development and tourism, and cultural opportunities.
Anyone who wasn’t at the meeting who would like to join one of the working groups can contact Meiggs at his office.
A preliminary report on the strategies and ideas for implementation developed by the working groups will be presented at a public meeting Nov. 18. The final report will be posted on the Web.
But Robert Donnan, a consultant working with local people on the creative economy plan, said those involved in the process won’t wait for the final report to launch new things — they will be working on it all along.
The public can follow the progress of the planning process on the Arts of the Albemarle Web site.
Elected officials who attended the meeting were Camden County Commissioner Mike McLain, Pasquotank County Commissioner Lloyd Griffin, Elizabeth City Councilman Tony Stimatz, and Gates County Commissioner Henry Jordan.
Becky Anderson, founder of “Handmade in America,” stressed that the creative economy in western North Carolina is a “place-based economy” that is dependent on place, must occur on site, and cannot be outsourced.
She said the Albemarle effort can succeed by following the example of Handmade in America in refusing to let the initial planning report gather dust on a shelf.
“I am a believer in doing,” she said.
Anderson reported on remarkable grassroots programs in communities as small, in some cases, as 200-300 people: Creekside walking trails decorated with signs designed by schoolchildren, glassblowing studios, weaving businesses, amphitheaters, a business incubator for potters and glassblowers at the site of a closed landfill.
Donnan said he was excited about what happened in western North Carolina and is starting to get excited about what’s happening here.
He said he’s a longtime friend of writer Steve March and “always have been enchanted with Elizabeth City.”
“There’s an energy and a feeling here,” Donnan said, that can help make the creative economy work.
“This is a maritime culture,” Donnan said, and that will be reflected in what comes out of this initiative.
The Rural Center will be watching this initiative because it wants it to become a model for other areas, Donnan said.
The working groups will meet through Sept. 30 on ideas and strategies, and then a “second wave” of working groups will work on implementation during October and November.
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