Time to dismantle DCEO

It’s time for the State of Illinois to dismantle the state’s Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity (DCEO) and restructure the organization to ensure its mission is job growth. This is one of the platforms of the Illinois Chamber of Commerce as pointed out in its Jobs Agenda.

During the eight years of the Blagojevich administration and the current administration, DCEO has been perceived as unresponsive, overly political and uncooperative. DCEO is a hurdle rather than a partner. Whether fair or not, the perception of our state’s lead economic development agency, our chief sales arm to attract and retain investments, has been destructive.

According to the Illinois Chamber of Commerce, “DCEO should be more than a pass-through agency for allocating federal funds, nearly half of which are energy-related. Only $44 million out of a $2.4 billion annual budget was from the state general revenue fund. Since federal funds are restricted and the state resources have been severely lacking, it is understandable that economic development professionals think the agency is failing to achieve its core mission.”

Illinois has been short sighted in their investment decisions. The need for convention and tourism promotions, targeted industry attraction and retention and support for local economic organizations is self evident due to the proven multiplier affects these initiatives capture. For example, according to the Illinois Chamber, business and leisure travel contributed $29 billion to the state’s economy in 2009, yielding one in ten jobs that are supported directly or indirectly by visitors. Furthermore, initiatives that leverage federal matching funds should receive funding priorities because they are able to make the state’s limited resources go further.
Illinois is no longer recognized as “best in class.” The state should explore the paths of states like Indiana, Missouri, Michigan, Florida, Georgia and Texas that have created some form of a public/private partnership to lead and manage economic development activities. Structured properly, a new Illinois partnership would strategize and execute marketing that aggressively promotes the state’s attributes. A partnership between the state and business leaders would assure a positive message about doing business in Illinois.
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