Metro Press Clipping Bureau

PO

Box 1929

Denham Springs, LA 70727-1929
(225)791-8888

10/12 Magazine

Baton Rouge, La.

Circulation, 20,000
Quarterly

Fall 2009

TIM MUELLER

L

AT THE TABLE: All Star Automotive Group P
Inc. CEO & President Michael Hecht, Sti Prope.
Mayer and Baton Rouge Area Chambe
have been able to accomplish what
couldn’t: Get Baton Rouge and Nexyl§
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IT SOUNDS LIKE SOMETHING that
might happen in a parallel universe.

New Orleans and Baton Rouge, meeting
every two months to talk about what they
have in common. New Orleans and Baton
Rouge, joining forces to forge an international
trade strategy. New Orleans and Baton Rouge,
testifying side by side before the Louisiana
Legislature on higher education. New Orleans
and Baton Rouge, pushing for the same trans-
portation project.

But a parallel universe it's not. It's what's
known as the Southeast Super-Region
Committee.

This group of 26 business leaders has ac-
complished what others have not even dared
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imagine: They've gotten the centuries- old
archrival regions to communicate and even
collaborate.

The SRC, as it'’s known, is a high—powered
group with representatives from the two
regions [including the Northshore] that meets
every two months to strategize over issues in
which the communities have a common intet-
est. Most of them bring a regional perspective
to the table to begin with, since they do busi-
ness all along the corridor.

The committee got its roots in the early
days after Hurricane Katrina, when feelings
between Baton Rouge and New Orleans were
arguably at their worst.

Widespread perception was that Baton
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Rouge was trying to execute a“power grab’
from New Orleans—in part via the 10/12
corridor concept, which initially excluded
the Crescent City. Leaders from the region
convened a meeting to put an end to the bad
blood.

“We said, What's going on? This is not
helping anybody. Let’s get in a room to-
gether and have a dialogue about how we can
repair relationships,” says Stirling Properties
President & CEO Marty Mayer." We realized
in the course of that dialogue that we really
had to work together if we were going to work
through recovery.

In the years since the hurricane, however, the
SRC has gone way beyond that in itial mis-
sion. For one thing, its members have come to
realize the Southeast Super-Region itself is a
political and economic force to be reckoned
with [see chart].

Baton Rouge Area Chamber President &
CEO Adam Knapp says other mega-regions—
like the one stretching from Houston to
Dallas—already compete on a global scale, in
part because of their sheer size.

“It's humbling to think of how many people
and businesses are out there in those very large
mega-regions,” he says. It just underscores
that Baton Rouge and New Orleans need to
think of each other as one economy in some
sense, and that we have to partner together on
a very long-term scale, because together our
competition is with the world and the nation,
not against each other.”

The committee has adopted three priority
issues on which it has already brought to bear
its considerable combined influence. The first
major cooperative effort was a Booz Allen
Hamilton study on optimizing the interna-
tional trade potential of Southeast Louisiana.

The SRC has also recommended five pri-

orities for the Tucker Commission, which is
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A high-powered group
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reviewing possible reforms for higher education—one of which
includes properly funding LSU as a flagship research university.

The group is also committed to securing intercity passenger
service between Baton Rouge and New Orleans. The SRC has
asked Department of Transportation & Development Secretary
William Ankner to reconsider applying for stimulus funding.

In the near future, the SRC plans to collaborate on a strate-
gic study to determine what's needed to beef up the Louis P.
Armstrong International Airport.

“You have Baton Rouge saying, "The New Orleans airporr is
important. You have New Orleans saying, "Baton Rouge needs to
have a flagship research university,” Knapp says. “That's a much
better mentality to have,”

So what's changed? What's made this newfound alliance pos-
sible now? GNO Inc. President & CEO Michael Hecht says that
in sitting down at the table, those involved have come to realize
they have more in common than nort. And a post-Katrina shake-
has opened the

door.

The partnership could face its toughest test yet in the coming
year, however, when the high-stakes census count determines
population—and in turn, political representation and federal
funding—for the two regions for the next decade,

But for now, the biggest challenge is coordinating the schedules
of participants so the meetings can take place.

“Some of the most significant business leaders in both markets
are sitting down together every two months, so coordinating
time is difficult,” says All Star Automotive Group President Matt
McKay. “But everybody realizes how important this is.” 2
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