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Thurston Strong! An Insight into Thurston County

F

or 45 years, NR Smith and
Associates has enjoyed front row
seats to the changes affecting local
business owners. Recently, we had
the pleasure of interviewing Aslan Meade,
the Director of Strategic Alliances at the
Thurston Economic Development Council
(EDC). In 2016, the Thurston Economic
Alliance (TEA) put together a very
ambitious Economic Strategic Plan which
continues to drive the decisions today for
Thurston County.
NR: Thank you for taking the time to
talk with us. Let’s start by talking about
how the strategic plan has had to adapt
because of COVID.
AM: Thank you for inviting me. One of the
most extraordinary ways the plan has
been used is in how quickly we were able
to form Thurston Strong. Because the
plan was already in place and all the key
economic partners were organized and in
regular communication, we were able to
pivot quickly. The cities, county, and port,
including all their economic development
directors, and the Thurston County
Chamber, the Visitor’s & Convention
Bureau (VCB), the Downtown Association,
the Community Foundation and everybody
else who plays together, were already
organized and coordinated. That allowed
us to have a real jump on getting funding
from state and federal levels. Thurston
Strong helped coordinate the funding,

grants, promotion, and marketing, all
around helping businesses. A lot of
credit goes to Mike Reid, the Economic
Development Director of the City of
Olympia who is a big believer in TEA and
looked to us immediately.

Through quick action by the City of Lacey
and Mayor Andy Ryder, they were the first
jurisdiction in the state of Washington to
offer direct business support grants. Andy
immediately reached out to the EDC and
partnered with us to administer the grants.
It was an incredible learning process as we
got to directly interact with businesses to
find out where they were strong and where
they weren’t. We learned who could and
couldn’t qualify for these grants or to go
after the PPP loans and other aid programs.
NR: How did businesses know to contact
the EDC?

AM: One of the first things that the City
of Olympia funded was a hotline for
businesses, which again went to us at the
Aslan Meade, Director of
EDC to administer. In all honesty, one of
Strategic Alliances, Thurston
the most significant parts of this service
Economic Development Council
was for our businesses to know that they
could call for help and talk to a real live
human being on the other end available
NR: How were you able to step in to help
to help them. That human touch meant so
local businesses?
much when everyone was in such a state
of crisis. Through this we got to understand
AM: We found out very quickly that our direct the needs of our local businesses to
business technical services are essential!
address the issues that they were facing.
We’ve always been here to help businesses
We created a program called, Scaleat whatever stage of development they
Up Consulting, which allows us to pay
are in to become more efficient, get their
one business to serve another business.
books in order, develop their marketing plan, Everyone suddenly needed to have more
learn how to scale. When COVID hit, just
of a web presence and to increase online
an enormous number of local businesses
sales. This program allowed us to pay
needed all kinds of extra help.
local marketing and web design firms to
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actually create websites for other businesses, so we could help
two businesses at one time. Likewise, for accounting, the program
allowed us to pay a local accountant to help another business
that needed support. Our latest focus is on hospitality, which is an
industry that has been hit maybe the hardest.
NR: Yes. We have seen a number of restaurants go out of
business and a large drop in tourism and visitors. How will those
industries survive here?
AM: The biggest problem here is that nobody knows how long
COVID is going to last. There is just so much uncertainty, it makes
any planning really difficult. In hospitality, we know we’re losing
many of our beloved local restaurants, though strangely, there
are some brave souls who have opened restaurants and so far,
they’re doing well.
By the time this is printed, we will have administered a whole
new series of hospitality-based support efforts. Through CARES
ACT funding, the VCB plans to give over a million dollars in
restaurant and retail grants while the EDC is offering free consulting
services. COVID has been devastating in so many ways to our
VCB – Experience Olympia & Beyond. This top-notch professional
organization had significantly increased tourism in Thurston County
– in 2018 doubling the Washington State average. Now, while the
organization is financially sound, its effectiveness moving forward is
clearly uncertain.
NR: How has our VCB retooled their messaging?
AM: It is a different world. One of the things they are launching is
a “Buy Local” campaign specifically for the holidays. Experience
Olympia is working with a local marketing company to create a

Holiday Gift Giving Guide to support Thurston County businesses.
The TEA partners are planning to coordinate efforts so that the
EDC, the Thurston Chamber and the Olympia Downtown Alliance
will all help the Visitor Bureau push out this message of the
importance of shopping local.
Surprisingly, people are spending at rates higher than during the
pre-COVID period. Unfortunately, they just aren’t spending their
money locally. It seems like COVID was designed for Amazon and
other online retailers, where people can just sit in their homes and
have stuff sent to their doors. We are going to do our best to tell
this story together to support our local businesses. They are the
unique character of our community. They are our neighbors.
NR: How have you been able to get the cities and various
organizations with competing interests on the same page?
AM: Well, last June, we sent 11 people to West Hollywood for
a place-branding conference. We had a County Commissioner,
a local Mayor, two of our economic development directors, the
VCB, the EDC, and three local marketing firms go together to
learn how to brand and tell the story of our region. Together,
under the leadership of the Experience Olympia & Beyond, we
created an online Thurston County brand guide so that all the
jurisdictions and partner groups can access coordinated
color schemes, fonts and photographs.
Making use of these new tools, we did a Grains to Glass marketing
campaign last year. Our WSU Extension had grown two years of
grain trials to find out what grains not only grow best locally, but
what tastes best in our local beer and spirits. The EDC, the Port, the
County and the Visitor’s Bureau all wrote stories about these efforts.
Each organization had different points of view from their own
particular involvement in the process. We then linked the stories
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together on Thurston Talk which saw record views of the stories
and we got some national media coverage. Currently we’re doing a
similar campaign around local food.
NR: Can you tell me a little about what is developing?
AM: The EDC is building an agricultural-themed business park
in Tenino which will focus on manufacturing locally made valueadded goods, like turning cabbage into sauerkraut. And launched
this summer, key agricultural partners created a local food
aggregation center in Tumwater that is currently distributing to
our five surrounding counties. In addition, 30 organizations have
signed on to approach local food development collaboratively. We
are becoming leaders in the state of WA to this kind of coordinated
approach. We need to be building a more resilient food supply
chain and supporting our regional farmers. Through these efforts
we have also been able to help get food to out-of-work families
during this time of crisis.

be a part of the Agricultural Park in Tenino as well. If our local
brewers, distillers and cider makers can just make it, we really have
something extraordinary brewing in Thurston County.

NR: What is happening with the Brewery Project?
AM: As far as the new Tumwater Craft District goes, the first
building is up, and it’s functional. The SPSCC (South Puget Sound
Community College) craft brewing and distilling certificate program
allows for hands on learning with state-of-the-art equipment. We
are just hoping that the students will be allowed into the classrooms
soon so that they can go in and actually use the new equipment!
The building also co-houses Heritage Distilling, which is in the
private sector. If COVID wasn’t happening it would be ready to go.
NR: We are looking forward to visiting.
AM: There’s also a whole trail system being developed in Tumwater
that will link all the trails directly through the Craft district. The trails
will connect down to Brewery Park and down to Capital Lake in
Olympia, as well as eastward through Tumwater, to connect with
other existing trail systems. So that’s going to be really exciting
piece that will allow the area to be a walkable and a fantastic biking
system.

NR: These efforts require a good infrastructure and planning.
The strategic plan put in place some key steps to improve this area.
AM: Yes. One of the great successes of last few years has been the
shared legislative agenda, led by the Thurston County Chamber.
Instead of each jurisdiction, and each organization going to the
legislature and lobbying for their own piece of the pie, we all gather
every year and look at things that are Thurston County wide. All
the jurisdictions, the Chamber, the EDC, SPSCC and the Regional
Planning Council, work together to identify some key projects. We
then go together to the legislature and tell them that this is our
shared agenda. The legislators have expressed appreciation that
Thurston County is approaching them as a coordinated unit.

NR: Is craft brewing the future of Thurston County?
AM: Thurston County has been designated by the Department of
Commerce as an Innovative Partnership Zone for Craft Brewing
and Distilling and we have a lot of initiatives going on. The Chehalis
Tribe recently opened the Talking Cedar facility - a brewery, distillery
and restaurant - and they’re rocking it! They’re developing that
whole section of Grand Mound and that’s a real success story.
There’s also clusters of craft businesses in Tumwater’s Warehouse
District, in Lacey’s Producer District and in West Oly, and this will
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NR: Another focus of the strategic plan was to attract investment.
AM: Most top of mind for me right now is real estate, since we
just held our yearly Real Estate Forum event focused on attracting
investment and development in Thurston County. We’ve certainly
seen growth in downtown Olympia in the last four years that we
have not seen in the last 40 years before that. Even in the midst
of the homeless crisis and with everything else going on, people
have been willing to invest huge amounts of money in downtown
Olympia. We also have had incredible residential multifamily
developments in Lacey and Tumwater. We’ve seen incredible
development, with developers willing to invest. If we look at Views
on Fifth which started as a $30 million investment, it’s a game
changer to take a giant building that was called “the mistake,”
and turn it into something that can now help the whole area of
downtown redevelop. The real estate community acknowledges
that this investment is truly transformative.
NR: Given the state of Thurston County today, where do you see
growth coming from?

NR: How can you define the goal of the EDC?

AM: Certainly real estate and especially housing will be a hot
market. We’ll see the medical industry continue to grow and
they are our largest employer in the county. We don’t have
one big industry, like a Boeing or aerospace. Besides state
government, Thurston County is really composed primarily of small
entrepreneurs. And so that is why the Thurston EDC doesn’t put all
of our eggs in that big game hunter mentality that is the traditional
focus of most EDCs—that try to recruit big business to come to their
county. We still work hard on recruitment cases, but our main focus
is on supporting and growing our own businesses.

AM: From our Capital City to our little rural towns, we are creating
gathering places as we have a great art, theater and local music
scene, fantastic local food and craft beverages, and world-class
outdoor recreation. Those are the things that people want that
relate to quality of life. Like the stories I’ve told about our craft
brewing, distilling and cider making and collective branding
efforts, we have a focus on making Thurston County the best
place on the planet to live and work. The more cool stories
about our place we can tell, the more we can attract talent and
investment to our region.

NR: So how does the EDC work to make this entrepreneurial
vision a reality?

Our mission at the EDC, is to build a vibrant and sustainable
economy that matches the values of the people who live and
work here. There is a lot of momentum around creating the kind of
lifestyle and the kind of places that people want to live in. Certainly
COVID has presented an enormous challenge, but despite it, we
have had a lot of great successes, and we will continue to do so as
long as we do it together. Because together we are Thurston Strong!

AM: In Lacey, partnering with SPSCC, we have the highest
concentration of technical services under one roof in the state of
Washington at our Center for Business & Innovation. We offer
coaching and training for every business, from those starting up to
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those scaling up. In fact, now in the virtual world, we are offering
our Scale-Up training statewide. Both our Procurement Technical
Assistance Center (PTAC) and WA Center for Women in Business
(WCWB) serve businesses across the state of WA. We are
honestly a kind of powerhouse for entrepreneurial empowerment.

•
•
•
•

Investment Management
Retirement Planning
Business Consulting
Whole Life Planning
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