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Introduction

Perhaps no North Carolina city has experienced
as great a transition as Charlotte over the past 15
years. Since 1990 the city has transformed itself
from one dominated by low-wage manufacturing
and distribution industries into one of the nation’s
preeminent banking centers. This transformation
has led to the creation of 175,000 jobs in
Mecklenburg county, nearly 20% of the state’s to-
tal. Much of this growth germinates from two lo-
cal firms that are now among the state’s largest
employers, Bank of America and Wachovia.
Charlotte’s two banks actively guided local urban
redevelopment in order to enhance their competi-
tive position in the global economy.

Privately Funded Economic
Development

Charlotte’s redevelopment was necessary to
create a city that met the geographic requirements
of a major bank headquarters site. First, they need
a prominent and prestigious location for their of-
fices in order to appeal to their depositors’ need
for security — thus downtown locations are manda-
tory. Second, since banks compete for executive
talent in a global market, they must draw workers
from other financial centers such as New York, San
Francisco and London; therefore, they must be lo-
cated in a place that offers a similar level of urban
amenities in order to successfully recruit executives.

While Charlotte has been home to North
Carolina’s largest banks for over half a century, its
downtown was openly ridiculed throughout the
1970s, 1980s and early 1990s. It was viewed as ei-
ther dangerous (its police district had the highest
homicide rate in the US briefly during the 1970s

(Alexander 1982) or boring (the Atlanta Journal-Con-
stitution labeled Charlotte “the city that always
sleeps” in 1994). In spite of its reputation, this ur-
ban setting served as the backdrop for one of the
most rapid expansions in financial industry history,
Bank of America’s transformation from a regional
bank into the first truly national bank. As eatly as
1979, Bank of America became aware that the city
of Charlotte was meeting few of its needs. The
city’s increasingly suburban local customer base
viewed downtown with disdain. And, more criti-
cally, the bank faced difficulty recruiting the ex-
ecutives it needed to support its expansion beyond
North Carolina. Arriving executives were appalled
to find that Charlotte was simply a collection of
suburbs that offered none of the urban amenities
to which financial industry executives had become
accustomed. It was clear that Charlotte’s image was
an impediment to the bank’s planned expansion in
the 1980s.

Faced with a recruiting crisis, Bank of America
had three options. First, it could leave Chatlotte
and relocate its corporate headquarters to a city
that appealed to its new hires. Second, it could ap-
peal to the city to revitalize Chatlotte into a me-
tropolis better suited for a major financial firm. Or
finally, it could rectify the problems associated with
its hometown on its own.

Corporate relocation was a feasible option
given Bank of America’s voracious acquisition of
banks from larger cities (Graves 2001). However,
relocation was rejected, in part, because Chatlotte
was the home of many of the bank’s original ex-
ecutive core, executives who espoused a strong al-
legiance to their communities. Publicly funded ur-
ban revitalization was politically impossible since
the vast majority of Charlotte’s residents lived and
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worked in suburban areas and thus resented sig-
nificant public expenditure on center city redevel-
opment. Because of this political situation, privately
financed urban revitalization was the only viable
option for Bank of America to create conditions
that would accommodate its expansion.

Chatlotte’s downtown redevelopment was fi-
nanced largely by the Community Development
Corporation (CDC), a non-profit subsidiary of Bank
of America. The CDC provided more than $11
million in subsidized loans to individuals willing to
refurbish (and inhabit) downtown housing by 1979
(NCNB CDC 1989). In addition to subsidies for
loans to individual homeowners, Chatlotte’s private
firms, led by Bank of America, invested more than
$2.3 billion dollars in center city by 1995. Much of
this was used to create new office space, multi-fam-
ily housing and space for retail and entertainment
activities downtown. Public expenditures on down-
town projects during this period totaled less than
$300 million; the majority of these funds were for
infrastructure unrelated to banking such as a new
courthouse and jail (Chapman 1996).

By 2005, private investment had wholly revi-
talized Charlotte’s center city. The CDC had initi-
ated the creation of residential space for nearly
10,000 residents at a vatiety of price points. In ad-
dition, CDC and corporate investments created one
of the largest concentrations of office space in the
state, daycare centers, grocery stores, and an enter-
tainment district. From a corporate perspective, the
addition of more than 10,000 jobs (with an aver-
age wage of $85,000) to Bank of America’s Char-
lotte offices suggests the redevelopment was suc-
cessful. The visible presence of residents and visi-
tors downtown after working hours suggests the
public has embraced the redevelopment as well
(Smith and Graves 2005).

The most striking characteristic of Charlotte’s
downtown redevelopment was the source of its
funding. Comparatively little public investment was
used in the redevelopment process. Since the use
of private investment to create economic infrastruc-
ture is almost unheard of in this era of public sub-
sidies, why did Bank of America’s finance this eco-
nomic development project?

Restarting the Growth Machine

Private companies were the primary financiers
of economic development projects in the pre-glo-
bal economy. Most firms were dependent on the
economic health of their local markets to ensure
revenue growth. Bank of America’s investment in
the Charlotte economy is, in part, a product of this
history. Before North Carolina’s banks were per-
mitted to expand out of the state, the Chatlotte
market was Bank of America’s primary profit cen-
ter. Promoting Charlotte as a great place to live re-
sulted in more deposits, more loans and greater
profits. Banks, real estate developers and utilities
formed an informal coalition that actively perused
policies that would facilitate job growth in the re-
gion.

Such growth machines have produced great
success in North Carolina. The state’s most dra-
matic example of privately funded economic de-
velopment was the creation of Duke Power Com-
pany out of the earnings of James B. Duke’s Ameri-
can Tobacco Company. Because the electric utility
was among the first in the South, it was forced to
stimulate industrial development in order to oper-
ate profitably. This industrial development fulfilled
Duke’s desire to contribute to the economy of his

.home state as well as fund his charitable endow-

ment for the Carolina’s (see Durden 2003).

These growth machines were thought to be
destroyed by the emergence of the global economy.
Purcell (2000) among others suggested that once
firms began to operate in national and global mar-
kets the significance of home markets declines. The
case of Bank of America illustrates that the corpo-
rate involvement in urban growth is not as simple
as some would believe. Cotrporate expenditures on
urban growth were often contrary to the economic
interests of a bank that had numerous opportuni-
ties to relocate to a bigger city in order to facilitate
hiring. However, Bank of America executive pet-
sonnel had a strong sense of place, these personal
ties were the product of the firm’s creation and
maturation within North Carolina. These personal
ties to Charlotte led to the recreation of the corpo-
rate growth machine and dramatic investments in
the bank’s hometown.
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Global firms that lack personal ties to a region
are firms with little motivation to make commu-
nity investments. These placeless firms are driven
by economic forces to accept public incentives and
remain only until a better deal can be cultivated
elsewhere. These same economic forces doom state
incentives programs to low returns and limited lo-
cal impacts in most cases. In contrast, the profits
generated by firms with historic ties to a place are
likely to be reinvested locally.

The Future of the Modern Company

Town

Charlotte’s recent experience tells us that pri-
vate firms are willing to fund economic develop-
ment in certain contexts. While this development
process is not without costs to the public (particu-
larly in terms of a lack of political control of the
process), this mode of development is likely pref-
erable to the increased use of public subsidies to
attract jobs. A secondary benefit of corporate driven
urban growth is the degree to which these firms
become invested in the locality. Firms that invest
large sums in a place may be more likely to pro-
mote local growth via charitable contribution, fi-
nancing for emerging companies and the fostering
of local linkages.

This unusual relationship between town and
firm will certainly create risks; an exaggerated mu-
nicipal dependence on a single firm can increase
the volatility of the local job market. In addition,
this ‘eggs in one basket’ strategy may displace un-
related industries, in Charlotte’s case there is con-
siderable concern that funds budgeted towards the
new rail transit system (a project identified as serv-
ing the bankers due to its downtown focus) diverts
funds from road projects that would serve the
region’s remaining, largely suburban, manufactur-
ing firms.

Despite the risks of this form of urban devel-
opment it has worked exceptionally well in the
Chatlotte context. The success of this urban de-
velopment strategy in other settings is still in ques-
tion. Such close relationships between firm and city
are, in one sense, simply a continuation of the mill
village culture which built the Piedmont South. The

region’s history of corporate involvement in urban
development provides an intriguing counterbalance
to academic studies of globalizing cities which 1g-
nore the role of local history in global city trans-
formations.
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