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Williamson Co. leaders seek to draw auto plant

South popular with automakers

Giselle Greenwood

Austin Business Journal staff

Williamson County economic development leaders are banding together in a drive to attract an automotive assembly plant to the region.

The economic development arms of Cedar Park, Hutto, Georgetown and Round Rock are jointly marketing Williamson County to the automotive industry. 

Although no one knows for sure whether an automotive assembly plant is being targeted for the Austin area -- or anywhere else in Texas -- regional leaders want to make sure they're prepared if interest in Texas heats up. 

Several months ago, the economic development unit in Gov. Rick Perry's office circulated a request for 500 to 1,000 acres to officials across the state. It didn't mention what kind of user was seeking the land. The request solicited property suitable for a large-scale project such as one in the automotive, electronics or semiconductor industry. 

"We don't know what kind of interest we're going to generate as we start this effort," says Polo Enriquez, executive director of the Hutto Economic Development Corp. "But I have a feeling that everything points to an assembly plant coming to this region." 

Enriquez says an auto assembly plant could generate as many as 7,000 jobs in the region. 

Kathy Walt, a spokesman for Perry's office, says the South is considered a prime location for automotive companies. But she declines to say whether a specific autommaker is interested in the Austin area. 

Ever since Toyota Motor Corp. announced an $800 million truck assembly plant in San Antonio, regional leaders have been clamoring to snag related suppliers. Earlier this year, Bloomington, Indiana-based Tasus Corp. picked Georgetown for a 100,000-square-foot plant. To land that Toyota supplier, the region undertook a similar team effort. 

Now, regional leaders are hoping to repeat history on a much larger scale. 

"I think it's a good way for Williamson County to approach large projects like an auto assembly plant or large campus facility," Enriquez says. 

"We have talked among the communities and decided it would make sense to come together," says Mark Thomas, Georgetown's economic development director. "Something of that size would truly be a regional project." 

An automotive assembly plant would require as much as 1,000 acres, real estate experts say. 

Among the automakers said to be sniffing around for new locations in the South is American Honda Motor Co., which already operates automotive plants in Alabama, Georgia and Ohio. 

Representatives of Honda couldn't be reached for comment. 

Also, an unknown automotive supplier is said to searching in Central Texas for about 100 acres. 

According to a recent study by CapGemini and the University of Michigan's Office for the Study of Automotive Transportation, many foreign automakers have chosen locations in the South or Mid-South for U.S. plants, resulting in a second automotive concentration outside Michigan. 

Other studies point to the South attracting at least six more automotive manufacturers in the next 10 years. 

Jim Sourges, vice president of CapGemini's auto practice in Detroit, says many foreign auto manufacturers have sought to set up operations in the United States to boost sales and to insulate themselves against currency fluctuations. 

"The new growth has been in the South," Sourges says. "That trend is expected to continue with Toyota coming on board in San Antonio." 

Sourges expects the South -- and Texas in particular -- to aggressively lobby for more automotive plants and suppliers. However, officials shouldn't rely on financial incentives to lure an automotive manufacturer, he says. 

Although incentives could help close a deal, the CapGemini study found many automakers were less likely to be swayed by financial incentives than by location, infrastructure, availability of natural resources and power, and proximity to major highways and airports. 

Toyota was prompted to build a pickup truck assembly plant in Texas because a large chunk of its U.S. target market is in the state, says Dan Sieger, a spokesman for Toyota's North American manufacturing operations. 

"It was a really interesting decision for us because it was one of the first times the market dictated a huge percentage of our site selection," Sieger says. 

"We wanted to sell more trucks in Texas, and Texas is one of the largest truck-buying states in the country, so we wanted to be where a lot of these trucks are sold." 

Sieger says the labor pool in the San Antonio also contributed to Toyota's decision. 

But financial incentives shouldn't be discounted, he says. 

State officials now can dip into the $295 million Texas Enterprise Fund to offer financial incentives. To date, about $181 million from the fund has been committed. 

"If you get some sites that are on par and look favorable, then certainly a financial incentive will help drive a decision," Sourges says. 
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