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Executive Summary  

The staff of the Southwest Georgia Regional Commission has compiled the information 
contained within the Southwest Georgia Digital Economy Plan.  This would not have been 
possible without input from stakeholders throughout Southwest Georgia and throughout the 
state of Georgia.   

Connecting America: The National Broadband Plan states that broadband is the great 
infrastructure challenge of the early 21st century.  It goes on to compare this infrastructure 
change to that of electricity and phone service.  Change happens.  The world that we live in 
today varies tremendously from that of ten years ago.  Each generation sees new technologies 
and products that had never been thought of before.  The Digital Economy is now serving as the 
engine for economic growth, job creation, global competitiveness and more efficient lives.  New 
industries and job prospects are being created daily based on new technology.   

The Digital Economy Plan is intended to explore Southwest Georgia’s current digital footprint, 
resources, infrastructure and services and to develop goals, strategies and implementation 
measures to help ensure that Southwest Georgia stays ahead of the curve in the ever changing 
digital economy.  The plan assessed the current status of the digital economy, involved 
stakeholders from various sectors in the community involvement stage, and used the 
information from both to develop strategies and goals to help move Southwest Georgia 
forward.   

We all know that technology can make the difference in whether a community succeeds or 
fails.  Technology changes everything.  Southwest Georgia digital plan will help us redesign our 
digital footprint and create a process that will enable each community to meet the demands of 
tomorrow.  How we deal with healthcare, how we educate our children and how we provide 
services will all be impacted.  If we can cross the digital divide it puts us all on equal footings 
and there will be fewer challenges to overcome. 

Since other parts of Georgia will be preparing similar plans it will allow our region to assess the 
quality of its infrastructure and the ability of consumers, businesses and government to use 
technology to its benefit and become more transparent and efficient.   
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Introduction 

Digital Economy Planning 

What is the Digital Economy? 
The Digital Economy consists of business conducted through computers and computer 
networks.  Farmers use wireless moisture sensors on farms to increase yield and use the 
Internet to advertise and sell their crops.  Doctors see patients using telemedicine.  Detectives 
use social media to investigate crime.  Lawyers search and find legal precedents through online 
search rather than through paralegals and clerks.  It is difficult to find a business or institution in 
Georgia that does not rely on the Internet and digital technology to improve service, lower cost, 
automate work, or expand into new markets. 
 
The Digital Economy is not a replacement of our economy but an evolution of using technology 
to adapt business to global innovation.  The Digital Economy is enabled by access to 
information technology infrastructure, skilled workforce, and funding to incorporate these 
technologies and services into business operations.  Computers, mobile phones, tablets, 
sensors, software applications, and broadband networks are basic ingredients.  Education, a 
skilled workforce, adult learning, and the financial resources to incorporate new technologies 
are critical enablers.   
 
As business adoption of the Internet reaches critical mass, competition will intensify for 
companies and workers alike. It can produce benefits that include wider access to resources, 
more effective health-care and education systems, and a workforce with greater skills. 
Georgia’s ability to incorporate and use them directly affects its competitiveness. 
 
 
Why is a Digital Economy Strategy Important to Georgia? 
Georgia’s economy will increasingly be impacted by the Digital Economy; therefore, a long term 
strategy and planning is critical in providing stability and opportunity for future generations.   

The Digital Economy is creating new industry and new business opportunities such as one 
Georgia startup company, AirWatch, that sold in 2014 for over $1.5B.  New technologies have 
lowered the costs and opened access to markets anywhere in the world by anyone in Georgia 
who has access to the technology, knowledge, skills, and the drive to pursue them. 

The Digital Economy disrupts businesses and institutions that took decades to build.  Jobs are 
being lost to offshoring of manufacturing enabled by the technologies and networks of the 
Digital Economy.  Many video and record stores, bookstores, and even shopping malls were 
other early victims.  This trend will accelerate.  One study done by Oxford Professors indicates 
47 percent of current professions could be at risk for automation by 20251.    
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The Pew Research Center’s Internet Project has been analyzing the impact of the Internet for 
over a decade.  Its most recent study in August 2014 analyzes how daily life will be changed by 
2025 through the Internet, artificial intelligence, and robotics after speaking with almost 2,000 
widely quoted technologists and analysts.  The conclusions directly quoted below emphasize 
how large a role the Digital Economy will play in the future2: 

Key themes: Reasons to be Concerned 

1)  Impacts from automation have thus far impacted mostly blue-collar employment; 
the coming wave of innovation threatens to upend white-collar work as well.  

2)  Certain highly-skilled workers will succeed wildly in this new environment—but far 
more may be displaced into lower paying service industry jobs at best, or permanent 
unemployment at worst.  

3)  Our educational system is not adequately preparing us for work of the future, and 
our political and economic institutions are poorly equipped to handle these hard 
choices.  

Key themes: Reasons to be Hopeful 

1)  Advances in technology may displace certain types of work, but historically they have 
been a net creator of jobs.  

2)  We will adapt to these changes by inventing entirely new types of work, and by 
taking advantage of uniquely human capabilities.  

3)  Technology will free us from day-to-day drudgery, and allow us to define our 
relationship with “work” in a more positive and socially beneficial way.  

4)  Ultimately, we as a society control our own destiny through the choices we make.  

 

What does the Regional Digital Economy Plan accomplish?  
The Regional Digital Economy Plan examines local and regional abilities to participate in the 
Digital Economy and identifies important resources, organizations, leaders, programs, and 
investments that already exist, that can be leveraged in the future.  The plans also identify each 
region’s gaps in infrastructure, workforce, and access to capital.  The plans align, prioritize and 
convert these gaps into actionable projects with goals that can be measured.    
 
The planning process analyzes the Digital Economy capacity of each region in at least three 
distinct areas: 

1. Workforce capabilities and needs 

                                                           
2 Pew Internet, AI, Robotics, and the Future of Jobs, Aaron Smith and Janna Anderson, August 2014, 
http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/08/06/future-of-jobs/ 
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2. Supporting infrastructure and services for Internet connectivity  
3. Access to capital to invest in each region’s plans to increase participation in the Digital 

Economy 
 
The most important value of these plans is to raise awareness, develop community and regional 
collaboration, prioritize objectives, and establish plans to use our assets and strengths to be 
competitive. 
 
The key to success for any region in the future will be cooperatively working together to 
leverage opportunities and mitigate threats brought about by the ever-growing Digital 
Economy. 
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Regional Stakeholders 

The Southwest Georgia Regional Commission held a Kickoff Meeting and six focus group 
meetings in 2013 and 2014 that involved Internet Service Providers, Economic Development, 
Healthcare, Education, Public Safety, and private citizens.  Surveys were also utilized to garner 
information from the public and those that may not have been able to attend the focus group 
meetings.  Additional phone interviews and input were garnered from additional stakeholders 
as means of securing information from all primary sectors.   

Southwest Georgia Regional Stakeholders 
Doyle Welch, Public Safety Clayton Bullard, Public Safety Courtney Brinson, AT&T 
Dennis Wells, Public Safety  Phillip Hornsby, Public Safety Glenda Bridges, Windstream 
Rod Bryan, Public Safety Jamie Sullivan, Public Safety Karen Rackley, City of 

Sylvester 
Dean King, Public Safety Charlie McCann, Public Safety Josh Beckstrom, City of 

Sylvester 
Greg Brown, Public Safety Seth Maxwell, Public Safety Brittney Evans, City of 

Sylvester 
Billy Brown, Public Safety Heath McGuire, Public Safety Jason Gains, Windstream 
Robert Tate, Public Safety Arthur Dyer, Public Safety Jon Antoinewicz, City of 

Albany 
Al Bryant, Thomas County Richard West, Calhoun County Jeffery Haynes, Early County  
Annie Ruth Calloway, 
Seminole County 

June Merritt, Early County TD Davis, Grady County 

Carlos Tobar, Grady County Edward Jones, Boston, GA CT Stafford, Decatur County 
Laura Beth Tucker, Pelham 
Chamber 

Marian Walker, Donalsonville, 
GA  

John C Peters, Colquitt County 

Dennis Ferrell, Windstream Jody Redding, Senator 
Isakson’s Office 

Lee Conner, SGRITA/Sync 
South 
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Regional Overview 

The southwest Georgia Region is comprised of fourteen counties and forty four cities with a 
combined population of 356,437.  The Southwest Georgia region covers 6,005 square 
miles.  The RC is an extension of local governments and, to some extent, the respective 
governments’ communities development group.  The RC’s primary purpose is to assist and 
complement local jurisdictions by responding to their needs, as well as to assist in 
accomplishing goals in and for the communities.  The RC is advisory in nature.  It can only 
provide recommendations and varying types of assistance.  RC employees assure that local 

governments receive the best service possible.   

A fifty five member Regional Council governs the Regional Commission.  The Council is 
composed of elected officials, non-public members, and appointees of the Governor and 
Lieutenant governor that serve two to four year terms.   Each of the fourteen counties is 
represented on the Council.   The RC assistance to governments can take many forms and 
covers several areas, among them:  general governmental services, mapping, geographic 
information systems (GIS), community/economic development, loans, historic preservation,  
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housing, human services, planning, zoning, grant writing, transportation, and administration.  
The RC also works with nonprofit organizations, state agencies, federal agencies, private 
partners, and developers throughout the region to accomplish various goals.    The region is 
largely rural with over 43 percent of the land in row crops and pasture and an additional 34 
percent in forest with the remaining 23% considered as urban areas that are within Cities and 
Towns.  

Economic Summary  

Here Agriculture is King and accounts for the largest or the second largest in production 
goods and services in two thirds of Georgia’s Counties (2013 Ag Snap Shots). There is a mix 
of professional, commercial, and manufacturing throughout the region with the City of 
Albany being home to much of this activity.  Historically, Government, Education and 
Health Services, Manufacturing, Trade, Transportation and Utilities, and Professional 
and Business Services employ the largest number of employees.   
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 2014 Southwest Georgia Industry Sectors 
 Establishments Employment Weekly Wage 
Construction 668 4,058 774 
Education and Health Services 838 16,626 832 
Financial Activities 800 4,960 840 
Information 94 1,072 860 
Leisure and Hospitality 666 9,546 264 
Manufacturing 336 13,779 960 
Natural Resources, Mining, and 
Agriculture 

464 5,357 534 

Other Services 711 3,345 462 
Professional and Business Services 908 12,015 580 
Trade, Transportation and Utilities 2,253 23,154 595 
Unclassified 295 330 554 
Government 575 27,816 721 
Total 8,608 122,060 682 

Georgia Department of Labor 
 
Southwest Georgia has a high level of assets that include abundant ground water, land, access 
to rail and road networks, clean air, competitive utility rates, inland ports, and municipal 
airports.  Southwest Georgia is an integral part of transforming agriculture, creating new 
agricultural technology and infrastructure which increases production, distribution, and sale of 
Georgia products.  

There are several opportunities for higher education within the region including Albany State 
University, Darton State College, Troy University, Lagrange College at Albany, Albany Technical 
College, Bainbridge College, Thomas University, Moultrie Technical College, and Southwest 
Georiga Technical College.  These schools work diligently to build a more skilled labor force to 
meet the needs of local businesses. 

The southwest Georgia region has been dealing with significant losses in employment, and the 
after effects of the closing of several large employers over the past few years is still being 
overcome.  These closings contributed to a steady increase in the overall unemployment rate 
of the region.  Median Household Income for the Region is $34,269 with an average poverty 
rate of 26.3% of individuals living in poverty.  Southwest Georgia has experienced persistent 
poverty and unemployment for over forty years as addressed in the persistent poverty study.  
The digital economy is allowing for additional jobs to come into the economically distressed 
region.   
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 Southwest Georgia 

Industry Mix – 1st Quarter of 2014 
 Number of 

Firms 
Employment Weekly 

Wage  Number Percent 
Goods Producing 1,468 23,195 19.0% $829 
Service – Providing 6,270 70,718 57.9% $619 
Unclassified 295 330 0.3% $554 
Private Sector 8,033 94,242 77.2% $670 
Government 575 27,818 22.8% $721 
All Industries 8,608 122,060 100.0% $682 

Georgia Department of Labor 
 
The Georgia Department of Community Affairs defines Southwest Georgia as an emerging 
economic region through its annual Job Tax Credit.  This designation allows Southwest Georgia 
to be a prime location to attract new jobs and sectors that can prevail here.  Southwest Georgia 
has abundant ground water, land, access to rail and road networks, clean air, competitive utility 
rates, inland ports, and municipal airports.  Georgia agriculture is transforming and this is due in 
large part to the changes in the digital economy.   

Southwest Georgia (Region 10)  
Per Capita Income 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
29,978 28,979 30,011 31,945 35,358 

US Bureau of Economic Analysis 

Economic Summary of the Region  

Major Employers  

The ten largest employers in Southwest Georgia are Ambassador Peo, Inc. (Personnel 
Companies), Ambassador Personnel, Inc. (Personnel Companies), Equity Group – Georgia 
Division, LLC (Poultry Processing), Georgia Department of Corrections, Phoebe Physician Group 
Inc., Phoebe Putney Memorial Hospital, Inc., Sanderson Farms, Inc. (Poultry Processing), SGSA 
(Archbold Hospital Employees), Teleperformance USA(Call Center), and Walmart. 

These employers are representative of employment that is covered by unemployment 
insurance excluding all government agencies except correctional institutions, state and local 
hospitals, state colleges and universities.  The data is from the third quarter of 2013.  Employers 
are listed alphabetically by area, not by the number of employees.   
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The industries that dominate in Southwest Georgia are Construction, Education and Health 
Services, Financial activities, Information, Leisure and Hospitability, Manufacturing, Natural 
Resources, Mining and Agriculture, Professional and Business Services, Trade, Transportation 
and Utilities, and Government.   

Source: Georgia Department of Labor 

Workforce statistics and utilization rates  

The tables that follow show the statistics for the Labor Force and Industry Mix in Southwest 
Georgia.  Overall the Region has seen a loss in the overall labor force with losses in all but one 
county.  The Region saw a -2.1% change in the labor force between 2012 and 2013.   

Unemployment has long plagued Southwest Georgia with some of the highest numbers in the 
state.  The Region as a whole averaged a 8.9% Unemployment Rate in August of 2014.   

 Labor Force 
 2012 2013 % Change 
Baker  1,489 1,464 -1.7 
Calhoun 2,143 1,978 -7.7 
Colquitt 19,589 19,228 -1.8 
Decatur 11,000 10,610 -3.5 
Dougherty 42,601 41,870 -1.7 
Early 5,361 5,272 -1.7 
Grady 11,768 11,496 -2.3 
Lee 15,577 15,360 -1.4 
Miller 3,423 3,446 0.7 
Mitchell 9,874 9,422 -4.6 
Seminole 3,746 3,687 -1.6 
Terrell 3,961 3,904 -1.4 
Thomas 21,643 21,244 -1.8 
Worth 10,507 10,346 -1.5 
Region 10  162,682 159,327 -2.1 

Georgia Department of Labor; US Bureau of Labor Statistics 
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 Unemployed 
 2012 2013 % Change 
Baker  125 114 -8.8 
Calhoun 223 220 -1.3 
Colquitt 1,808 1,797 -0.6 
Decatur 1,227 1,128 -8.1 
Dougherty 4,458 4,108 -7.9 
Early 439 387 -11.8 
Grady 891 792 -11.1 
Lee 1,141 1,068 -6.4 
Miller 211 192 -9.0 
Mitchell 876 823 -6.1 
Seminole 342 310 -9.4 
Terrell 384 363 -5.5 
Thomas 1,703 1,537 -9.7 
Worth 918 853 -7.1 
Region 10  14,746 13,692 -7.1 

Georgia Department of Labor; US Bureau of Labor Statistics 

 Unemployment Rate 
 2012 2013 August  

2014 
Baker  8.4% 7.8% 8.1% 
Calhoun 10.4% 11.1% 11.3% 
Colquitt 9.2% 9.3% 9.9% 
Decatur 11.2% 10.6% 10.6% 
Dougherty 10.5% 9.8% 10.4% 
Early 8.2% 7.3% 9.3% 
Grady 7.6% 6.9% 7.9% 
Lee 7.3% 7.0% 7% 
Miller 6.2% 5.6% 5.9% 
Mitchell 8.9% 8.7% 9.6% 
Seminole 9.1% 8.4% 9.3% 
Terrell 9.7% 9.3% 8.5% 
Thomas 7.9% 7.2% 8.3% 
Worth 8.7% 8.2% 8% 
Region 10  9.1% 8.6% 8.9% 

Georgia Department of Labor; US Bureau of Labor Statistics 
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Digital Economy Stakeholder Survey 

Each sector and the general public were surveyed in order to get input on how the digital 
economy is currently utilized as well as how the digital economy could be further integrated 
into daily operation.  The survey was available through survey monkey and was comprised of 
twelve questions.   

The Public Safety Focus Group either already had internet service or had plans to get it within 
the next year.  The survey respondents (100%) responded that it was integral to have access to 
broadband service in order to effectively execute their job.   

The general public responded that 84.6% had broadband available in the home.  Of the 
respondents that had internet at home 46.2% had DSL, 23.1% had mobile wireless service, and 
15.4% had a cable modem.   

The Education Focus Group responded that all of the schools within the Region have broadband 
access within the schools.  Education respondents had 42.9% of fiber to premises, 14.3% had 
fixed wireless, and 42.9% had access to T-1.   

Please see the full results of the Participant Survey in the Appendix. 

Workforce and Education Summary  

Southwest Georgia has grown slowly over the last 40 years, corresponding to the relative 
strength of the economy. Growth has been slower than elsewhere in the state.  When jobs are 
available people stay in the region, but once jobs move, so do the people.  Several trends were 
noted from the 2010 Census including increase in seniors, school aged children and single 
parent households in addition to shifts in the racial makeup.   
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Regional Educational Statistics 

County 

High 
School 

Graduate 

Some 
College, no 

Degree 
Associate 

Degree 
Bachelor 
Degree 

Graduate 
Degree 

Baker 946 356 181 192 9 
Calhoun 1,424 826 206 320 83 
Colquitt 10,533 4,764 1,523 2,116 1,233 
Decatur 6,564 3,567 1,617 1,334 860 
Dougherty 17,232 14,794 3,529 6,392 4,363 
Early 2,876 1,087 540 517 449 
Grady 6,471 2,472 1,247 974 725 
Lee 5,750 4,720 1,245 1,908 1,421 
Miller 3,799 1,490 444 758 371 
Mitchell 5,728 2,370 820 1,116 542 
Seminole 2,288 1,517 374 320 329 
Terrell 1,997 1,011 316 312 316 
Thomas 10,774 6,021 1,790 3,535 2,138 
Worth 7,546 5,086 2,084 2,364 1,873 
Baker 5,713 2,740 809 630 562 

US Census Bureau 
 
Georgia has one of the largest areas of severe poverty in the U.S., especially in the southwest, 
and is very rural as defined by the Southern Rural Development Center.  Most of the counties in 
Southwest Georgia are 100% rural as classified by USDA Rural Development with the 
exception of Dougherty and portions of Lee and Thomas Counties. There same counties are 
characterized by the University of Georgia as counties of persistent poverty, meaning that 
20% or more of the population has been below the poverty level in each census year since 
1969 (Dismantling Persistent Poverty in Georgia: The Georgia Report from the Study of 
Persistent Poverty in the South, published by the University of Georgia Carl Vinson Institute 
of Government, April 2003). The local poverty rate in some areas is more than three times 
the national average. 
 

Population predictions through 2030  

The tables that follow are a comprehensive view of the population of Southwest Georgia from a 
historical point of view as well as predictions into the future.  Nine of the counties in southwest 
Georgia lost population from 2000 to 2010, while the region as a whole gained population.  The 
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Region has had gains for the most part over the last thirty years and is projected to continue 
growing over the next twenty years.  There was a slight dip in population between 1980 and 
1990.   

While several communities did see losses the region as a whole does continue to grow as 
people move into the area for job opportunities.  Much of the loss in the population that 
individual counties have experienced stems from the lack of job availability.   

 Population Trends and Estimates 
 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 2030 
Baker  3,808 3,615 4,074 3,451 2,843 2,365 
Calhoun 5,717 5,013 6,320 6,694 7,392 8,017 
Colquitt 35,376 36,645 42,053 45,498 50,786 56,326 
Decatur 25,495 25,517 28,240 27,842 29,177 29,800 
Dougherty 100,718 96,321 96,065 94,565 100,960 106,922 
Early 13,158 11,854 12,354 11,008 10,533 9,804 
Grady 19,845 20,279 23,659 25,011 27,045 28,736 
Lee 11,684 16,250 24,757 28,298 32,874 37,590 
Miller 7,038 6,280 6,383 6,125 6,214 6,147 
Mitchell 21,114 20,275 23,932 23,498 24,646 25,403 
Seminole 9,057 9,010 9,369 8,729 8,739 8,344 
Terrell 12,017 10,653 10,970 9,315 9,149 8,576 
Thomas 38,098 38,943 42,737 44,720 46,705 47,579 
Worth 18,064 19,744 21,967 21,679 22,700 22,960 
Region 10  321,189 320,399 352,880 356,433 379,763 398,569 

US Census Bureau/State Office of Budget and Planning 
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Regional Statistics 

County Percentage 
of Rural 

Population 

Percentage 
of Rural 

Area Land 

African 
American 

Caucasian Hispanic No High 
School 

Diploma 
Baker 100 100 46.7 47.9 4.2 24.9 
Calhoun 100 100 61.3 33.8 3.9 31.7 
Colquitt 59 98 22.4 59.1 17.1 28.2 
Decatur 56.05 98.2 41.1 53.7 5 24.4 
Dougherty 14 83.6 67.1 29.5 2.2 19.3 
Early 66 99.4 49.6 48.1 1.6 22.9 
Grady 62.4 98.6 28.7  67.9 10 25.9 
Lee 36.2 96.7 18.6 78 2 16.6 
Miller 100 100 28.1 69.2 1.5 26.6 
Mitchell 54.5 98.3 47.7 47.2 4.4 34 
Seminole 68.6 99.2 33.4 64.3 2.3 23 
Terrell 52.1 99.3 61.2 34.2 1.7 34.2 
Thomas 46 96.7 36.9 39.8 2.9 18.6 
Worth 69.2 99.1 27.6   1.5 26.4 

Source: Southern Rural Development Center Stats America  
(US Dept. of Commerce, Economic Development and Administration, Indiana University)  

US Census 2000, 2010 
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Regional Statistics – Housing 

County 
Total 

Households Family Households 
Non-Family 
Households 

Average 
Household 

Size 
Average Family 
Household Size 

2010 Housing 
Units (Census) 

Baker 1,262 858 404 2.75 3.53 1,652 
Calhoun 1,782 1,137 645 2.34 3.06 2,409 
Colquitt 15,978 11,387 4,591 2.76 3.40 18,311 
Decatur 10,371 6,928 3,443 2.58 3.27 12,125 
Dougherty 36,013 22,833 13,180 2.52 3.30 40,801 
Early 4,122 2,782 1,340 2.61 3.34 4,975 
Grady 9,308 6,518 2,790 2.65 3.28 10,760 
Lee 9,522 7,253 2,269 2.83 3.33 10,276 
Miller 2,552 1,722 830 2.34 2.98 2,791 
Mitchell 8,021 5,484 2,537 2.69 3.40 8,996 
Seminole 3,059 2,194 865 2.84 3.46 4,797 
Terrell 3,427 2,352 1,075 2.66 3.39 4,080 
Thomas 17,356 11,230 6,126 2.51 3.22 20,177 
Worth 8,039 5,634 2,405 2.68 3.34 9,251 

US Census Bureau 

Between 2000 and 2010, the poverty rate for counties in southwest Georgia increased an 
average of five percent, while the South was the only region in the country where poverty 
decreased.  With the exception of Lee County, all the counties in southwest Georgia region 
have at least 25 percent of their population living in poverty.   
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Regional Statistics - Income (2011) 

County 

Median 
Household 

Income - 2011 

Median 
Household 
income - 

2000 

Per Capita 
Income - 

2011 

Per Capita 
Income - 

2001 

% Change 
-            

Per Capita          
(2001-
2011) 

Poverty 
Rate - 2011 

Baker $33,347 $38,036 $39,650 $28,700 38.2% 28.4 
Calhoun $27,860 $32,385 $22,287 $24,082 -7.5% 40.5 
Colquitt $30,669 $37,379 $27,196 $26,460 2.8% 28.9 
Decatur $31,054 $37,620 $28,718 $27,319 5.1% 31.9 
Dooly $29,970 $37,379 $20,384 $25,209 -19.1% 32.4 
Dougherty $30,186 $40,298 $28,689 $30,168 -4.9% 31.0 
Early $31,345 $34,091 $35,966 $29,516 21.9% 28.2 
Grady $33,368 $37,891 $27,801 $27,677 0.4% 28.4 
Lee $60,652 $64,187 $41,198 $31,655 30.1% 12.7 
Miller $33,063 $36,770 $33,685 $28,958 16.3% 25.2 
Mitchell $31,088 $35,218 $26,493 $24,421 8.5% 30.6 
Seminole $30,489 $36,165 $35,865 $30,665 17.0% 28.6 
Terrell $30,552 $35,618 $32,048 $26,542 20.7% 36.3 
Thomas $34,611 $40,893 $35,687 $32,820 8.7% 26.3 
Worth $35,308 $42,484 $31,944 $27,761 15.1% 26.7 

US Census Bureau 
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Educational attainment and relevant trends  

Educational attainment, poor health and poverty are correlated.  25 percent of regional 
residents have no high school diploma, making it difficult for families to get ahead.   

 

 PERCENT DISTRIBUTION BY AGE 
 Percent of 

Total 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-64 65+ 

Elementary 7.1% 4.0% 4.7% 4.1% 5.1% 18.5% 
Some High School 17.1% 24.5% 15.1% 15.3% 15.1% 19.1% 
High School 
Grad/GED 

34.7% 31.5% 33.3% 36.5% 36.5% 33.4% 

Some College 21.9% 33.0% 26.1% 21.0% 20.1% 13.8% 
College Grad 2 Yr 6.0% 4.0% 7.8% 7.8% 6.2% 3.5% 
College Grad 4 Yr 8.1% 2.6% 8.7% 10.1% 9.6% 6.7% 
Post Grad Studies 5.1% 0.5% 4.3% 5.2% 7.3% 5.0% 

US Census Bureau 

 

High School Graduates 

 Southwest Georgia 
2013 High School 

Graduates 
PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

Baker  10 
Calhoun  33 
Colquitt 476 
Decatur 273 
Dougherty 673 
Early 136 
Grady 181 
Lee 359 
Miller 47 
Mitchell 185 
Seminole 67 
Terrell 60 
Thomas 443 
Worth 154 
Southwest Georgia  3,097 

US Census Bureau 
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One quarter of the workforce in southwest Georgia lacks a high school credential.   

Major Educational and Workforce Development Resources 

Listing of any efforts to improve educational attainment/adult learning  

The Technical Schools in Southwest Georgia play an integral role in the improvement of 
educational attainment/adult learning here.   

Albany Technical College 

The Adult Education Program is designed for adults who need assistance with basic academic 
skills. Albany Technical College offers flexible program hours to assist working adults.  In 
addition to adult basic education and GED® Test preparation, the Adult Education Program 
offers workplace literacy programs, English Literacy (ELP), family literacy, job readiness and life 
skills classes. 

Moultrie Technical College 

Moultrie Technical College provides a free, comprehensive Adult Education program for 
residents of its 4-county service area. The program offers classes in basic skills, General 
Educational Development (GED®) diploma preparation, GED® testing, English as a second 
language, and workforce skills training. Classes are individually tailored to help students 
overcome educational barriers and to assist communities in developing a quality workforce.  
The Adult Education program also coordinates programs and services with other public 
agencies and organizations. It is the role of Adult Education to continuously improve its service 
to the community.  

Southwest Georgia Technical College 

Southwest Georgia Technical College’s Adult Education Program is designed for those 
individuals who need assistance with basic academic skills. Flexible programs with non-
traditional classroom hours are offered to meet the needs of almost anyone’s schedule.   
Services include instruction in basic skills, GED® preparation and testing, COMPASS test 
preparation, and the English as a Second Language program. Classes are available at no charge 
to adults and are held in Thomas, Grady, and Mitchell Counties. 
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Southwest Georgia Workforce Investment Board 

The Workforce Investment Board provides employment training and workforce services 
including career counseling, job search assistance, referral to partner agencies, placement 
assistance, and necessary training to the area's job seekers and employers.  The mission of the 
Workforce Investment Board is to build a World Class Workforce System in Southwest Georgia 
that Sustains and Encourages Economic Growth. 

Turner Job Corps 

Job Corps is a no-cost education and career technical training program administered by the U.S. 
Department of Labor that helps young people ages 16 through 24 improve the quality of their 
lives through vocational and academic training. The Job Corps program is authorized by Title I-C 
of the Workforce Investment Act of 1998. Turner Job Corps Center supports the Job Corps 
program's mission of teaching eligible young people the skills they need to become employable 
and independent and placing them in meaningful jobs or further education. 

Computer utilization and digital readiness indicators 

The American Community Survey (ACS) began to collect data on electronics and internet 
market potential in 2011.  According to the 2014 ACS in 2014 it is estimated that there are 
134,423 households with a median household income of $32,768.  It is estimated that 38,947 
households have access to an e-reader or tablet which equates to 14.5%.  It is estimated that 
87,674 households or 65.2% own a computer.  While these numbers do show a significant 
number of households that have access to digital technology it also leaves out a significant 
number of households that do not have a personal computer or tablet in the home.  This 
further perpetuates the problem of Bring Your Own Device (BYOD) to school as many students 
do not have access to the devices at home.   

The ACS also offers a look at children utilizing computers at home.  This number of 20,747 
accounts for 15.4% of the population.  The data also deals with internet connections and types.  
8,628 households are still utilizing dial up modems for their internet needs. While 11,789 have 
access to fiber optic connections.   
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Broadband service summary  
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Key strengths in the region for broadband and areas in need  

Potential partners and leaders who can invest and/or operate additional broadband 
infrastructure 

The South Georgia Regional Information Technology Authority (SGRITA) has partnered with the 
City of Albany’s Water, Gas and Light Commission and telecommunications personnel to work 
with the authority to provide broadband and information technology services to a rural seven-
county region in Southwest Georgia.  Over the course of the project, city personnel will work 
with SGRITA contractors to build some 22 towers and lay a 150-mile fiber loop that will bring 
advanced telecommunications capability to portions of rural Baker, Mitchell, Calhoun, Terrell, 
Early, Miller and Seminole counties. 

In 1995, the City of Thomasville began building a fiber optic network to serve local schools, 
libraries, businesses and hospitals with telecommunications and Internet services. After seeing 
success in this limited offering, it was identified that the community at large would be able to 
benefit from access to high-speed Internet. So, in 1998, in order to better serve the community, 
the City of Thomasville began construction of a new high-speed, fiber-optic network and in 
1999, CNS, or Community Network Services, was created. 

In 1997, the Cities of Cairo, Camilla, Moultrie and Thomasville joined forces in order to better 
serve the citizens of each community. This multi-city partnership, titled the South Georgia 
Governmental Services Authority (SGGSA), enabled CNS to further expand its services to 
communities that were in need of high-speed Internet, television and telecommunications 
services, and, in 2001, these services were provided to all SGGSA cities. 

The best part about CNS is that it is funded locally, by the cities which it serves. This means if 
you are a CNS customer, you are investing in your own communities, not a corporation 
headquartered across the country. 

Network Service Providers 

There are several broadband and network services available in Southwest Georgia. 

AT&T SGRITA Turner Broadband System 
CNS Straight Talk Verizon 
Cricket Wireless Sprint Windstream 
HughesNet T-Mobile  
Mediacom TracPhone  
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Additional Digital Economy infrastructure resources 

The City of Albany is home to the Arthur K. Williams Microbusiness Enterprise Center (MEC).  
The Arthur K. Williams Microbusiness Enterprise Center is a community resource providing 
assistance and facilities which create an environment that will stimulate small business 
formation, growth and survival. The "Incubator" serves as a focal point and a catalyst for the 
formation and growth of new and small businesses. By providing facilities and services that 
assist small business, the Arthur K. Williams Microbusiness Enterprise Center Incubator will 
have a positive impact on the growth and creation of jobs for area residents. Businesses benefit 
in a number of ways during the 2-5 year period they may be a part of the Center's Network. 
First of all, they can secure a first class business location at a cost that is at or below prevailing 
rates of comparable commercial space in the Albany area. Secondly, there are a number of 
services offered that are shared by businesses in the incubator (tenant companies). These 
services include receptionist and phone answering, computer and software use, conference 
facilities, shared copying, library and mailing services. In addition, the building provides the 
latest security system as well as ample parking. 
 
Eligible Businesses: Any existing and start-up business, except those listed below as ineligible, 
wishing to participate must be located in the City of Albany and have been in operation for 
three years or less in its present business with its current organizational structure. The 
organizational structure may be corporation, partnership or proprietorship. To be considered 
for the resident program, a business must be operated on a full-time basis, unless specifically 
authorized to operate otherwise as outlined in this or other DCED business programs. Applicant 
business may be required to satisfy other requirements as outlined elsewhere in this policy 
manual. To enhance the growth and development of new and startup businesses, an 
established business may be provided occupancy as an Anchor Tenant. The Anchor Tenant must 
provide services to the Incubator tenants and assist in the recruitment and development of new 
businesses in to the Center. A Memorandum of Agreement will be executed detailing the 
specific requirements for occupancy in the MEC.  
 
Non-profit businesses will also be allowed entrance into the Incubator with the following 
conditions:  

1. Must provide community and/or economic development services to Incubator tenants 
and the City's CDBG entitlement areas.  

2. Must have a 501{c}{3} or other recognized tax-exempt designation from the Internal 
Revenue.  

3. May be required to pay market rate for space required. Rate will be determined based 
on source and amounts of funding available to the organization.  
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Tenant Mix: The Arthur K. Williams Microbusiness Enterprise Center will insure that a minimum 
of 60% of the available suites will be available for new and startup businesses. No more than 
40% of the space will be available to nonprofits and the Anchor Tenant.  
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Current Digital Economy Project Highlights in the Region  

Cool Cat Teacher - Vicki Davis is also known as the Cool Cat Teacher.  Vicki is a full time 
classroom teacher known for her sense of humor, practical classroom examples, and 
knowledge of education technology.  If you want to know what 21st century teaching looks like, 
many – including Thomas Friedman in the World is Flat and Don Tapscott in Grown Up Digital –
mention Vicki as an example. The ISTE Online Learning Award,  pioneer in Open Source Virtual 
World Technology, and Edublog Award for the Best Teacher Blog are three of the 
many honors she has earned.  Vicki is a Google Certified Teacher and Discovery S.T.A.R. 
Educator. She lives in Camilla, Georgia, teaches full time at Westwood Schools and is a wife 
and mother of three. 

Vicki’s two books: Reinventing Writing and Flattening Classrooms, Engaging Minds, empower 
teachers to connect their students to technology and the world. The Cool Cat Teacher Blog, is 
consistently among the top 50 blogs in education worldwide. In 2013, Mashable named her one 
of “Twitter’s Top 10 Rockstar teachers.” She has created more than 20 global collaborative 
projects connecting students from more than 20 countries. 

White Oak Pastures - White Oak Pastures is 
a multigenerational family farm that cooperates with 
nature to produce artisan products that are healthy, 
safe, nutritious, and delicious. Care is given to ensure 
that all of their production practices are economically 
practical, ecologically sustainable, and their animals 
are always humanely treated. They never falter in 

their determination to conduct their business in an honorable manner, for the sake of the 
animals, the land, and the people who eat their products.  Their products can be ordered 24 
hours a day 7 days a week and mailed directly to you.   

Gin Creek – A vineyard and wedding destination of the 
South – located eight miles west of Moutlrie, GA on 
Highway 37, Gin Gin Creek is a private gated property 
featuring the only full-service Wedding Destination in 
Georgia specializing in fairy-tale weddings. It is the first 
"outdoor wedding destination in the South" of its kind. 
The originality of Gin Creek has made it one of the most 
sought outdoor wedding destinations in Georgia.  Gin 
Creek is a 350 total acres venue, with DeMott Lake 
which is a large 20 acre lake; RoseMott Vineyards 

http://www.coolcatteacher.com/reinventing-writing-vicki-davis/
http://www.coolcatteacher.com/books/flat-classroom-book/
http://teach.com/teach100
http://mashable.com/2014/01/13/twitter-teachers/
http://whiteoakpastures.com/tradition.html
http://whiteoakpastures.com/beef-store.html
http://whiteoakpastures.com/animal-welfare.html
http://whiteoakpastures.com/animal-welfare.html
http://whiteoakpastures.com/environmental-sustainability.html
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boarding a five acre pond and The Vintage Oak with its storied history located at the end of 
DeMott Road, Gin Creek is absolutely beautiful. Gin Creek has been featured in 'Southern 
Living' magazine. With its green grass, majestic pines and stately oak trees, Gin Creek is truly, 
“An Unforgettable Southern Experience.”  You can order the wine and set your wedding date all 
through the simplistic but useful website.   

 

 

BudK is one of the leading online sellers of swords, knives, karambits, butterfly knives, lock 
picks, BB Guns, Stun Guns, and ninja stars in the world.  This business carries an extensive array 
of survival gear and military surplus for camping and all outdoor adventures.   They specialize in 
handmade katana swords and pocket knives at affordable prices.  This business is located in 
Moultrie, GA.   

 

 

 

The Annual Sunbelt Agricultural Exposition is a three day event that unveils new technology in 
agriculture and rural living. Over 1,200 exhibitors will display and demonstrate products and 
welcome thousands of visitors to the 100 acre show site. The Sunbelt Ag Expo has been 
crowned as North America’s Premier Farm Show® and the largest Farm Show in America with 
field demonstrations, the Sunbelt Ag Expo brings together all segments of rural living from 
research and education to the live farm harvest and agribusiness. Add in rural lifestyle fun, 
truck, tractor, and ATV test drives and sports and the venue is perfect for rural enthusiasts. 

A highlight of the 3-day show is the announcement of the Swisher Sweet/Sunbelt Expo 
Southeastern Farmer of the Year Award as 10 state winners vie for the prestigious title. The 
winner is named during the Annual Willie Withers Expo luncheon when agricultural leaders 
across the South convene to honor the winners. 
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A crowd-pleaser is the 600 acre research farm’s field demonstrations as farmers watch tractors, 
combines, peanut pickers, cotton pickers, hay equipment and Global Positioning Systems 
working side by side. Over 300 seminars are taught at exhibits on beef, dairy, backyard 
gardening, poultry, forestry, pond management, equine, dairy and cattle management. 

South Georgia Regional Information Technology Authority (SGRITA) – This Technology Authority 
serves Baker, Calhoun, Early, Miller, Mitchell, Terrell and Seminole Counties.  SGRITA provides 
tech services to these local communities.   

SyncSouth is dedicated to creating innovative solutions tailored to business's unique needs. The 
services are delivered by highly experienced and certified professionals. 
They do not engage in any dealer incentive factors or enroll in affiliate 
programs, allowing them to ensure that solutions are delivered without 
bias.  SyncSouth offers network consulting, 
service, education and sales all under one roof. 
The knowledgeable staff is trained to identify 
specific needs, consult with the customer, and 

implement the most logical solution to meet those needs. 

There has been a recent partnership with the South Georgia Regional Information Technology 
Authority (SGRITA) and the City of Albany’s Water, Gas and Light Commission and 
telecommunications personnel to work with the authority to provide broadband and 
information technology services to a rural seven-county region in Southwest Georgia.   

Solar Farms 

The Georgia Public Service Commission expanded the 
amount of solar and distributed solar in Georgia Power’s 
energy portfolio. Hannah Solar began laying the 
foundation for the first solar farm in Southwest Georgia, 
a 1 megawatt array on farmland.  

These farms are beginning to crop up all over the region.  
The company said it has completed projects for farmers 
in the Bainbridge area, including Dollar Farm Products, 

Brinson Farms, PGC Farms and members of the American Peanut Growers Group. 
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Lauri Jo’s  

Lauri Jo began canning at her local high school in 
Colquitt County, GA.  She turned this hobby  into 
a full-blown business.  The business now serves 
in 41 states and it’s still growing.  She’s 
combined some of her grandmother’s recipes as 

well as her own to create unique Southern products.  Her small, family-owned and operated 
business, has an internet presence where you can purchase many of her delightful treats that 
are personally overseen by her and her family.   
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SWOC Analysis 

Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) analysis are used to determine the 
internal and external factors that directly influence a plan. Another term for SWOT is SWOC, 
which stands for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Challenges. SWOT and SWOC are 
essentially the same thing, with "challenges" and "threats" being similar.  

The Southwest Georgia Regional Commission involved stakeholders to discuss these pertinent 
points ensuring that adequate public and stakeholder involvement took place in the 
preparation of the SWOC.  
 
The following public participation techniques were used to gather input:  
 

• Stakeholder feedback sessions regarding the SWOC were held in key sectors.    
• The Southwest Georgia Regional Commission’s website, Twitter, and Facebook pages 

were utilized in the promotion and gathering of information for the SWOC analysis.  
• Public service announcements were developed and submitted to local newspapers.   
• Flyers were created and distributed to generate interest in the project.   
• Newspaper press releases were sent to all regional newspapers to advertise the Digital 

Economy Plan. 
• Articles appeared in the Regional Commission’s monthly newsletter.  

 
Strengths 

The strengths portion of the SWOC analysis is used to determine what is done well in the 
Region.  These strengths are based on internal and external performance measures.   

Weaknesses 

Weaknesses seek to examine what the region struggles with or lacks.  By knowing what the 
weaknesses are in the region the plans seeks to find a strategy around each of them.  

Opportunities 

Opportunities are emerging scenarios where the region can grow and succeed. The 
opportunities in the region will become a focus for strategies and resources to achieve specific 
goals. 

Challenges and Threats 
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The threats, or challenges, facing our region allow for planning for things that we know could 
hinder our efforts. These may also be historical barriers or things that could potentially become 
an issue.   

This exercise was performed in each of the Focus Group Sessions in order to allow for input 
from persons that are within the field.   
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STRENGTHS 

Post-Secondary Education 

As the world continues to become increasingly digitized broad band technology will continue to 
be a vital part of the economy.  Many of the post-secondary institutions in our region already 
contribute significantly to training and development of the workforce needed to help grow our 
economy and current businesses.   

Access to these institutions as well as the development of curriculum surrounding growth areas 
are a consistent goal of many of the schools within our region.  All of the post-secondary 
institutions offer a version of online learning that is available to citizens.  Many Ivy League 
colleges are also offering free classes online that can be taken for personal growth or for 
college credit.  There are several opportunities available for those who diligently seek it.   

Utilization 

Local Governments are embracing changes in the digital economy as well with many utilizing 
technology in day to day operations.  Many of the local emergency services rely heavily on 
technology.  The fire departments in our region depend on software programs such as 
Firehouse, RMS, and CADS to operate the department in the most efficient and effective ways 
possible.  The police departments are embracing technology through the use of dashboard 
cameras, scanning devices and real time data entry.   

Local School Systems have also been moving forward with new technology through the 
implementation of 1:1 device to student ratios.  Broadband is available in every school in the 
Region.  Promethean Boards and digital displays are used throughout the schools.  The 
Governor announced an additional funding stream to schools to focus on technology for 
students in grades Kindergarten through Twelfth Grade.  The Governor announced that $16.5 
million dollars in bonds for local school systems and the University System to expand PeachNet 
and provide the technology infrastructure needed for internet access in public school 
classrooms, as outlined in recommendations of the Digital Learning Task Force.   

Our Region has had an extremely good history of providing training in the healthcare field with 
two major hospital systems available in our region – Phoebe Putney Memorial Hospital – 
Albany, GA and Archbold Hospital in Thomasville, GA.  They both have school based clinics that 
train healthcare professionals that are encouraged to work in rural underserved communities.  
Our secondary education system also plays a vital role in preparing the next generation of 
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students to become doctors, nurses, technicians, and support staff for the functions of the 
hospital. 

Southwest Georgia is a very rural area and with that being the case there is a dedicated interest 
of Public Health utilizing technology to help with reaching rural populations.  Satellite training 
sites and remote healthcare are all things that are happening here in Southwest Georgia. 

Service providers are also a strength in our Region.  The recent acquisition of Alltel by AT&T will 
provide additional strength to the broadband system in our area.  Local governments have been 
instrumental in providing services to their communities as well through the offering of 
broadband services.   

Local businesses have access to technology services as well as farmers utilizing technology on a 
regular basis.  Solar farms are also a growing market in our area providing alternatives to our 
typical energy usage.  Our business friendly climate has the necessary availability that is needed 
to help expand and grow businesses right here in Southwest Georgia.     

Availability  

Each community in our region has some type of availability to broadband service.  The 
increased usage of the capacity will directly impact the associated cost.  In many instances 
communities are viewing this service as a utility that is available just as electricity, water and 
trash service.   

Education 

School Systems, Universities, Technical Colleges, and Medical Centers are all leaders in internet 
technology.  These entities are already utilizing internet technology in ways that are becoming 
more and more life changing.  The usage of assistive technology for those that are suffering 
from disabilities has been effectively used in schools and medical centers.  There has been an 
expansion of educational opportunities as well as additional aids and support for teachers.   

These technology HUBS are demonstrating the use of technology through the development and 
participation in technology fairs, trade shows, and presentations to peers.  The daily use of 
technology in the development of basic services that are provided truly make for a more 
technologically advanced student population.   
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WEAKNESSES 

Southwest Georgia is a very rural area with very high rates of poverty.   

Education 

There is an educational divide when it comes to technology.  While many utilize digital gadgets, 
rarely are gadgets utilized at full capacity.  Pairing needs with the availability and use of 
technology has to be taught to those that are willing to learn.  Outside of traditional settings of 
technical colleges and libraries not much is available for those that are eager to learn and use of 
new technology is few and far between.   

Learning how to utilize and integrate new technology into the daily activities is also a hurdle 
that has to be overcome.  While some schools utilize the Bring Your Own Device (BYOD) model; 
how does that correlate for individual students who do not have access to devices to bring?  
While the schools may provide one or two devices it is still typically not enough to ensure that 
classrooms have 1:1 ratio of devices to students.   

Cost is a major barrier in the provision of technology.  While schools have access to funding 
streams for technology, it does not fully fund the needed improvements.  Each school is 
required to have a technology plan for the school system; however, the implementation of 
these plans fail due to the lack of funding.    Having properly trained staff to address technology 
needs is also a problem.  Staff has to have the ability to have proper training in order to pass 
the information on to students.   

There are still gaps in the provision of workforce and programming that does not meet all of the 
needs of companies within our region.  Companies have had to look outside of our region in 
order to find employees with the proper technology training in other parts of the country.  
Some students in the area that do have technical skill often look to larger metropolitan areas to 
relocate due to the fact that job opportunity and salaries tend to be higher outside of the 
region.   

Access 

While some form of internet connection is available in each county, having access or the ability 
to pay for services is completely different.  Due to the high poverty rates in Southwest Georgia 
it is difficult to justify paying an additional bill in the way of broadband.  Outside of schools and 
libraries, low income families may not have access to internet services.  Having devices to utilize 
is also a major concern.  These devices can be cost prohibitive.     
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As the world around us begins to transition to a world where paper is becoming obsolete many 
agencies, employers, and organizations are requiring the ability to use technology as a 
prerequisite to getting services, applying for jobs or applying for benefits.  The transition for 
Social Security to an all electronics system is a prime example of the transition from paper 
checks to an entirely electronic system.  This step enabled a reduction in fraud and receiving 
funds in a timely matter, however; the transition for many senior adults was a very tedious and 
unnerving process.   

Hardware cost in some cases are being lowered, however; communities that do not have 
relatively large tax bases will still have an issue with purchasing needed hardware and software 
for utilization in the daily operation.  Having access to wireless technology is also very limited 
with our region.   

Basic use of technology is still a weakness in Southwest Georgia with local government officials 
not using or checking email on a regular basis.  Simple steps that could also be cost saving 
measures are not being considered.  While many of the local departments do have access to 
software in some cases it is being underutilized.  More programs are available to help local 
governments move into the digital world and to assist local governments while staying in 
compliance with various rules and regulations.  Local governments are faced with paying for 
these programs as well as paying staff members to be trained properly on the use of these 
programs.  With many of local governments in southwest Georgia operating on small budgets 
or with one or  two full time staff, upgrades of these types are simply ignored so that basic 
requirements can be met.   

Healthcare is affected as telemedicine and electronic records keeping grows.  Lack of wireless 
internet access in very rural areas makes reaching patients remotely that much more difficult.  
With the closures of several rural hospitals it becomes critical that telemedicine become a 
mechanism for rural areas to have service.  Even local chain stores such as Walgreens or CVS 
that are proposing having Doctors or Nurse Practitioners on staff at stores simply do not 
provide service to smaller jurisdictions.  Four of our fourteen counties still would not have 
access without having to travel 30 minutes to an hour to receive services.   

Agriculture plays a key role in Southwest Georgia with Agriculture and Agriculture related 
activities accounting for more than 50% of the jobs.  There are several technological advances 
that are available to the Agricultural community including equipment, software and 
applications which mean that farmers need to have access to the internet in the most remote 
places throughout the region.  This is a problem for some farmers throughout the region as well 
as finding qualified technicians to service the equipment within our area.   
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The silo mentality was also noted as a weakness for our region.  Individual agencies or 
segments working on the problem instead of everyone getting together to work together 
toward commonalities has and continues to create problems.  Even our focus groups were 
divided into sectors.  Having the conversation on a more broad level may be necessary so that 
lessons from one sector that may be beneficial to others can be shared.   
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OPPORTUNITIES 

There are several opportunities to use technology to our advantage to help make Southwest 
Georgia a more technologically savvy region.   

Education  
 
There is an opportunity to provide education to local governments, businesses, nonprofits, and 
various sectors about the potential that the digital economy may have for their daily 
operations.   Once education takes place it is more likely that agencies, businesses, and 
organizations would be willing to move forward in utilizing technology.  MOOC’s or Massive 
Open Online Courses and other models for teaching are becoming more and more available.  
Online K-12 schools as well as Ivy League colleges and Research institutions are offering content 
free online to anyone who is interested in learning the information.  Georgia has moved to an 
online system for students who do not want to attend traditional public schools.  Education 
may look significantly different than what our view of education has been in the past.   

Providing examples of companies or businesses that have grown or prospered significantly can 
be a catalyst for additional groups to move in the same direction.  Southwest Georgia does have 
businesses and agencies that have done extremely well moving their business forward through 
the usage of technology.   

Other useful, affordable tools are also available to businesses.  With increased use of “The 
square” and Ipads for payment processing, it is becoming easier for businesses to accept 
alternate payment methods.   By increasing web presence and taking credit card payments 
businesses open themselves to a larger customer base.   

Businesses are driven by profits.  Providing an educational program of expanding businesses 
through technology will provide additional education to promote market expansion through 
internet sales.  Providing learning opportunities for businesses and service providers can 
establish a network of healthy relationships.  The educational sessions should be inclusive of 
both entities.   

Local governments are also a target market to have a web presence.  Providing education and 
resources to local governments to expand or start a web platform for City and County 
functionality is becoming a necessity.  Basic information that is applicable to Cities and Counties 
should be readily available online in order to prevent some traffic into and out of City/County 
offices.  Many City/County governments are beginning to take payments online for tickets, 
taxes and licenses.  Many communities have gone to a Geographic Information System to post 
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parcel maps and other infrastructure maps in an online platform.  There are a plethora of 
opportunities available to local governments to use internet based services.   

Emergency Service personnel have been promised a service called FirstNet which was ssigned 
into law on February 22, 2012, the Middle Class Tax Relief and Job Creation Act created the First 
Responder Network Authority (FirstNet). The law gives FirstNet the mission to build, operate 
and maintain the first high-speed, nationwide wireless broadband network dedicated to public 
safety. FirstNet will provide a single interoperable platform for emergency and daily public 
safety communications.  This broadband network will fulfill a fundamental need of the public 
safety community as well as the last remaining recommendation of the 9/11 Commission. 
FirstNet will bring 21st century tools to millions of organizations and individuals that respond to 
emergencies at the local, state, tribal and federal levels. This secure system will enable 
emergency responders with the ability to communicate effectively with each other.   

There is an opportunity to better serve persons with disabilities as well through the use of 
technology.  Touchscreen technology is a prime example that can be utilized to help those that 
may have difficulty with motor skills.  The ability to magnify objects for the seeing impaired is 
also a viable use of technology in reaching disabled populations.  Devices are being used in the 
educational system as well as local governments.   

While Healthcare was cited in the weaknesses there is also an opportunity here to advance and 
expand the utilization of telemedicine.  Enhancing healthcare through mobile health and the 
use of smartphones, tablets, and remote testing are all viable options to reach rural 
populations.  With expanded networks and coverage these ideas can and have become reality.  
Formally defined, telemedicine is the use of medical information exchanged from one site to 
another via electronic communications to improve a patient’s clinical health status. 
Telemedicine includes a growing variety of applications and services using two-way video, 
email, smart phones, wireless tools, and other forms of telecommunications technology.  
Starting out over forty years ago with demonstrations of hospitals extending care to patients in 
remote areas, the use of telemedicine has spread rapidly and is now becoming integrated into 
the ongoing operations of hospitals, specialty departments, home health agencies, private 
physician offices as well as consumer’s homes and workplaces. 

Enhancing Leadership through distance learning is also a key piece for rural America.  Distance 
learning through technology allows for learning to take place on a national and international 
level.    

There is an opportunity for coordination and collaboration of local, state, and federal 
governments to move technology forward.  Now is the time to get involved with policy making 
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and formulating regulations to govern our digital futures.  There is a vested interest for rural 
America to be involved in the dialogue for moving technology forward throughout our Country.  
While urban areas tend to be the leaders in broadband expansion the opportunities are 
limitless if the technology is available.   

  



46 | P a g e  
 

CHALLENGES 

Every plan is faced with challenges and the digital economy is no different.  One of the primary 
challenges faced is both public and private investment into the digital economy.  A company 
that shows and provides a vested interest in accessibility and availability is a difficult obstacle to 
overcome.  Who pays and how it benefits others is a very difficult paradigm.  Consumer Choice 
of providers is also very limited in southwest Georgia.  While larger urban communities have 
multiple carriers available, many counties here are faced with a sole provider or a choice of no 
more than three providers.   

The Educational piece not being in place leaves a generation of people uneducated in regards 
to technology.  Some older citizens simply opt not to learn about the new technologies, while 
still others learn and use the technology on a regular basis.  Some still would like to use the 
technology but are uncertain of where or how to get the requisite knowledge, skills, and 
abilities to do so.  There is also the argument against technology of knowing how to function 
without the availability of technology.  There has to be an alternative method in the event that 
equipment fails, internet service goes out or devices are broken.   

Key among all challenges is the lack of adequate, ongoing education and a requirement to 
integrate technology into daily activities.  Technology changes routinely.  Often by the time one 
technology is learned new things are out or on the horizon.  There has to be a commitment to 
lifelong learning.  There is also a resistance to change.  When people have done something a 
specific way they become complacent with the status quo.   

Regulations and policies are a threat to how technology will be utilized moving forward.  
Security of technology is also a major challenge, with local governments and businesses making 
information available online or processing payments through an internet based system there is 
a chance for crime to occur.  Hacking computer systems is a real issue that many agencies, 
businesses, and organizations are afraid of.  

Equalizing access to technology is a challenge.  Providing adequate access to technology is a 
general concern to make sure there is equitable access for everyone involved.  This is especially 
true in schools.  Even providing high tech experiences for students can be somewhat 
unbalanced with some schools exploring opportunities to bring in STEM (Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Math) programming for students to be a part of, while others opt not to.  
Having these experiences only available to students who can afford to pay for them is also a 
barrier to access.   
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 Strength  Weakness  Opportunity Challenge 
Workforce Technical Colleges 

and Universities  
 
Employers working 
with schools for 
programs that fit job 
profiles 
 
Access to Broadband 
 
Free online courses 
 
Increasing Efficiency 
and Effectiveness 
 
Software to 
decrease duplication 
 
Innovations in 
Healthcare 

Digital Divide 
through age, 
gender, income 
 
Lack of 
educational 
opportunities 
outside of 
traditional 
means 
 
Utilization 
 
Cost 
 

The provision of 
nontraditional 
education on 
technology 
 
Online Education  
 
Utilizing 
technology to 
assist people 
with physical 
disabilities 
 
Business 
expansion 

Generational 
differences 
 
Staying on top of 
Technology 
 
Complacency 
 
Utilization 
 
Cost 

Infrastructure Access to broadband 
services in each 
community  
 
Technical Colleges, 
Universities, Medical 
Centers, Libraries 
 
Availability of 
service 

Hardware 
 
BYOD (Bring your 
own Device)  
 
Cost prohibitive  
 
Availability of 
secure wireless 
signal in rural 
areas 
 
Staying on top of 
new technology 
 
Duplication of 
services 
 
Few providers 
offering services 
to lower pricing 

Public/Private 
Partnerships 
 
Expansion of 
broadband 
availability  
 
Expansion of 
fiber networks  
 
 

Crime 
 
Having workable 
alternatives for 
outages or loss 
 
Lack of 
competition 
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Capital  Increased dollars for 
technology in 
schools 
 
 

Finding 
Resources to pay 
for new 
technology 
 
Cost/Benefit 
Ratios 
 
Expansion versus 
customer base 
(who pays?)  

Public/Private 
Partnerships 

No funding  
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Strategic Focus Areas  

Workforce 

Strategy Key 
Implementation 
Activities 

Target 
Year to 
Complete 

Responsible 
Parties 

Cost 
Estimate 

Possible 
Funding 
Sources 

Create 
nontraditional 
educational 
opportunities 

Develop 
curriculum and 
set dates and 
times 

2016 SWGA RC, 
libraries, 
schools, 
colleges and 
universities 

$5,000 Grants 

Build on the Digital 
Economy Plan  

Identification of 
additional 
stakeholders 

2019 SWGA RC, 
stakeholders 
from the 
Digital 
Economy 
Plan  

$25,000 Grants 

Create a TAG 
chapter 

Follow up with 
stakeholders 
from Digital 
Economy Plan  

2019 SWGA RC, 
stakeholders 
from the 
Digital 
Economy 
Plan 

$5,000 Fees from 
individual 
stakeholders 
for startup 
costs 

Facilitate 
Conversations with 
Businesses and 
Colleges/Universities 

Have a quarterly 
meeting that 
involves 
interested 
parties 

2020 SWGA RC, 
colleges, 
universities, 
tech schools, 
WIA 

$5,000 Grants 

Business Expansion  Provide 
Education to 
Businesses 
regarding 
technology 

2020 SWGA RC, 
colleges, 
universities, 
tech schools, 
WIA 

$25,000 Grants 
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Infrastructure 

Strategy Key 
Implementation 
Activities 

Target Year 
to Complete 

Responsible 
Parties 

Cost 
Estimate 

Possible 
Funding 
Sources 

Increase 
broadband 
capacity  

Create a 
broadband 
expansion plan 
that includes all 
sectors 

2020 Service 
Providers, 
SWGA RC 

$15,000 Public/Private 
Partnerships 

Expand 
wireless 
connectivity 

Create 
additional HUBS 
other than 
libraries/schools 

2020 Service 
Providers  

$$$ Public/Private 
Partnerships 

 

Capital 

Strategy Key 
Implementation 
Activities 

Target Year 
to Complete 

Responsible 
Parties 

Cost 
Estimate 

Possible 
Funding 
Sources 

Highlight IT 
jobs at 
Annual Youth 
Summit 

Invite Tech 
companies as 
speakers and 
sponsors to our 
annual youth 
summit 

2018 SWGA RC, 
Youth 
Summit 
Planning 
Committee 

$1,500 Grants and 
Sponsorship 

Business 
Conversations 

Share Digital 
Economy Plan 
with Business 
Leaders 

2020 SWGA RC, 
Chambers of 
Commerce, 
Business 
Incubator 

$30,000 EDA Grant 

 

Digital Economy Development Objectives 
• Facilitate communication between businesses, public agencies, residents and economic 

development entities to create an environment that supports retention and expansion 
of industry.  

• Promote the importance of agriculture to the local economy and the maintenance of 
farming as a viable industry. 

• Support local economic and workforce development entities.  
• Periodically review the strategies outlined in the region’s Comprehensive Economic 

Development Strategy (CEDS).  
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• Support and promote Chambers of Commerce activities.  
• Seek Regional Assistance Program grants or other resources that could be utilized for 

business expansion, infrastructure, etc., needed to develop the region. 
• Develop and implement a variety of strategies to make the region attractive.   
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