III From the Bulgaria Technical Twinning Program to the Bulgaria Local Economic Development Partnership
As part of its strategy to address these economic development challenges, in 1997 the United States Agency of International Development Bulgaria Mission (USAID/Bulgaria) initiated the Bulgaria Technical Twinning Program in collaboration with the International City/County Management Association (ICMA) and the Bulgarian Foundation for Local Government Reform (FLGR). 

The program, currently in its fifth phase through the ICMA/USAID CityLinks program, is now known as the Bulgaria Local Economic Development Partnership (LEDP). In the early years, U.S. and Bulgarian cities were partnered to work on economic development projects intended to improve community quality of life and help generate new jobs. The program has evolved from these one-on-one partnerships into a rapidly expanding association of Bulgarian municipalities who network and cooperate to encourage private sector investment. Through the association, which is housed within FLGR, 29 participating communities currently receive training from U.S. partner cities about effective economic development techniques, engage in joint marketing at trade shows, and contribute to a joint website maintained by FLGR that offers potential investors basic information about business opportunities in individual municipalities.

A cornerstone of the LEDP in its current phase is a program developed by ICMA, U.S. partner cities and FLGR through which participating municipalities are certified as Ready for Business. Basic LED training for municipal LED professionals is provided by U.S. practitioners, and FLGR then administers a certification process to verify that a municipality and its staff are dedicated and prepared to assist existing businesses and potential investors by establishing fair, open, and to using business friendly approaches to retain and attract quality business. To date, 12 LEDP municipalities have been certified, and an additional 15 cities recently joined the program. In addition to receiving basic economic development training, staff from these Phase Two cities are being mentored by certified municipalities. 

The LEDP Strategy and Approach 
The LEDP starts with two simple premises:

· No matter how dire a community s circumstances, something positive can always be done to encourage economic development.

· No matter how daunting the economic development problem appears, there is no time like the present to begin work.

In the first phases of the program, Bulgarian municipalities were twinned with U.S. cities to work on specific economic development projects, based on the proven premise that local government officials and economic development practitioners learn best from each other. Application and replication of best practices serves as the working model for all of the Bulgarian/U.S. partnerships. In all phases of the program, Bulgarian municipalities have been required to demonstrate a commitment to strategic economic development, and mayors and municipal councils must commit in writing to supporting a professional and ethical approach to economic development. Each city must also create a dedicated economic development staff position and commit to sending that professional to training provided by U.S. partners and FLGR. After attending an informational meeting and submitting applications to FLGR, FLGR staff recommend municipalities for inclusion in the program, subject to ICMA and USAID approval. Many of the communities that participate in LEDP have previously been involved in other FLGR programs.

The table below lists the Bulgarian communities involved in the original Technical Twinning phases of LEDP, their U.S. partners, and the LED projects they worked on together. An important element of the LEDP is the replication and transfer component. Bulgarian cities that participated in the first phase of the program served as mentors to the second round of Bulgarian cities. While several new U.S. partner cities joined the program, a number of those involved in the first phase continued on as partners and/or mentors to additional Bulgarian communities. In addition, grants were provided by USAID to implement small-scale projects identified by the partners in the first phase of their relationship.

	Bulgarian City 
	U.S. Partner 
	Economic Development Project( s) 

	Blagoevgrad 
	Auburn, Alabama 
	General Business Retention and Expansion Program 

	Dobrich 
	Auburn, Alabama 
	Business Retention and Expansion Program for the Food Processing Industry 

	Gabrovo 
	West Carrollton, Ohio 
	Advisory Council for Economic Development (ACED) and Organization of a Local Economic Development Department 

	Haskovo 
	Abington, Pennsylvania 
	Establishment of a Municipal Economic Development Team and Development of a Business Incentives Package 

	Karlovo 
	Winchester, Virginia 
	Development and Marketing of a Private Industrial Park 

	Montana 
	Ontario, California 
	Development of an SME Industrial Park 

	Panagyurishte 
	West Carrollton, Ohio 
	Development of a Marketing Strategy for a High-tech Industrial Park 

	Pazardjik 
	West Bend, Wisconsin 
	Development of an Industrial Park 

	Pleven 
	Charlottesville, Virginia 
	Development of a Business Information Center and Development of a Strategy for recruiting foreign investment 

	Razgrad 
	Kettering, Ohio 
	Develop of a Conceptual Design and Strategy for Development of a Recreation and Tourism Park 

	Silistra 
	Kettering, Ohio 
	Develop and Implement a Marketing Strategy for a Business Park 

	Sliven 
	Auburn, Alabama 
	Development of a Marketing Program for Existing Municipal Buildings 

	Stara Zagora 
	Ontario, California 
	Development of a Marketing Program for Existing Municipal Sites 



The Technical Twinning partnerships generally followed a number of common steps:1. Joint assessment of economic development challenges and opportunities. Together, the Bulgarians and their American partners conducted an on-site assessment of the economic development needs of the - Bulgarian community based on a survey of local conditions. The purpose of the site assessment was for the U.S. team to:

· Better understand the economic base of the community (tourism, industrial, agricultural);

· Evaluate the challenges to development in terms of access, condition of infrastructure, and the experience of the municipality s staff in economic development;

· Identify the strengths of the municipality in terms of work forces skills, natural resources, existence of educational and institutional resources, etc.

2. Selection of specific, measurable, and implementable projects that can improve economic prosperity. Through the assessment, the partners sought out projects that best matched the needs of the Bulgarian staff with the capabilities and resources of their U.S. counterparts. It was important that selected projects be strategically linked to the Bulgarian municipality s efforts to improve economic vitality, and that the staff resources, municipal commitment, and reasonable sources of funding be available to implement them and yield successful outcomes within the time constraints of the 18 24 month period of partnership funding.

3. Preparation and implementation of an Action Plan designed to apply best practices in a strategic way. After preparing a problem statement documenting the need for the selected economic development project, the partners prepared a set of short-term and long-term goals to ensure the project is strategically linked to the community s needs. A detailed Action Plan of implementation steps is then assigned responsible parties to perform specific action steps, and identified a time line for the completion of each step. The Action Plan also indicated what the expected results were, and how successful implementation of the project would be measured.

For example, Silistra and its U.S. partner Kettering, Ohio determined that the lack of available sites with modern surface and underground infrastructure was a significant constraint to job creation in Silistra. A modern industrial park was necessary if existing businesses were to grow and attract foreign investment. As the result of their initial work together, the Silistra/Kettering team concluded that the development of a technology oriented business park on municipally owned property could be a successful approach to the retention, expansion, and recruitment of businesses in Silistra.

After developing a design concept for the physical aspects of the park (supporting a mix of technology-related uses (e.g., software development, manufacturing of computer parts, etc.), infrastructure requirements, costs, etc.), the Silistra/Kettering team developed an Action Plan to prepare a marketing strategy to attract investors. Silistra staff, with mentoring from economic development professionals from Kettering and Auburn, Alabama, conducted research to identify the range of potential business types to target for investment, and worked with their U.S. peers to develop marketing materials, identify potential investors, and make contact with them. Silistra staff were also able to job shadow economic development professionals in Kettering and Auburn, which enabled them to acquire new skills in economic development marketing and land redevelopment. Silistra has begun to implement the plan by demolishing targeted buildings and marketing to the vacant land to investors, and has initiated efforts to secure funding for park infrastructure.

4. Encouraged the use of public participation during the planning and implementation of projects. In the Silistra example cited above, the process included forming a steering committee of business leaders, representatives of local NGOs and the citizens to ensure transparency and receive public input into the process. The use of citizen surveys, public forums, ad hoc focus groups and standing advisory committees is becoming a more prevalent practice in LEDP communities.

5. Provided nuts and bolts economic development training for municipal staff and elected leadership utilizing the skills and experience of the US partners. In addition to providing technical assistance to Bulgarian cities for specific projects, the LEDP program seeks to build the professional economic development capacity of municipal staff. As noted above, participating Bulgarian municipalities must commit to employing one or more economic development specialists who are prepared to apply a professional approach in dealing with existing businesses and potential investors, and to work towards certification that they have mastered basic economic development skills.

In concurrence with the one-on-one partnerships, U.S. LED experts involved in the program have worked with FLGR and ICMA to develop training workshops to provide Bulgarian LED staff with the general skills they need to approach economic development professionally and to support the individual projects being implemented through their twinning partnerships. While training has been primarily focused on providing basic skills to the LED professionals working in the LEDP municipalities, a number of sessions have also included mayors and council members. 
Training topics include: marketing, business retention and expansion, organization of business advisory councils, website development, prospect handling, trade show exhibition skills, development financing and strategic planning. Training is primarily delivered by experts from U.S. partner cities in week-long conferences, supplemented by subsequent, shorter workshops. As the skills and experience of the Bulgarian LED professionals continues to grow, they are expected to gradually take over the training role and to serve as mentors to new participants in LEDP. 

Basic LEDP Certification Requirements 

o Establishment of a separate ED office staffed with at least one trained professional 

o Prepare and maintain basic marketing materials (e.g. city profile, company profiles, sites data sheets, invest.bg website maintenance). 

o Accurate self-assessment of the municipalities existing economic, demographic, and infrastructure status. 

o Written political commitment from both Mayor and Municipal Council. 

o Build a Business Retention and Expansion visitation program to solicit business comment by visitation, holding forums on business topics. 

o Prepare/maintain a basic profile of major businesses and products. 

o Participate in training and activities of LEDP. 

o Participate in the joint LEDP invest.bg website maintained for the association by FLGR. 

o Develop a short-term (2-5 yr) Economic Development Action Plan. 

o English proficiency of LED professionals 

Requirements for LEDP Certification With Excellence 

o Maintain extensive inventory of sites and buildings available for development. 

o Prepare a detailed work force analysis and development program, and implement it. 

o Develop a long-term strategic ED plan. 

o Maintain an online database of industries and distributors. 

o Establish an Economic Development Advisory team of key businesses and citizen groups. 

6. Certify individuals and municipalities as Ready for Business. One of the primary objectives of LEDP is for participating jurisdictions to establish and sustain LED programs through training and supporting professional LED staff. To that end, continued participation in the program is conditioned on having trained staff and being certified as having met a basic level of economic development proficiency and standards (See text box at right) created jointly by U.S. partner cities, FLGR, and ICMA. The certification requirements are designed to reflect the basic skills set needed to promote economic development, and are divided into Basic and Advanced categories. 

7. Maintain a sustainable support system to foster economic development. In addition to the technical benefits of the basic economic development training, LEDP fosters networking and builds relationships among the participating LED professionals. These relationships allow them to mentor each other and encourage further sharing of economic development best practices. The professionals that participated in the initial startup of the program have begun to teach and mentor the staff of new communities entering the program. 

FLGR plays a key role in continuing to nurture and grow these relationships, and provides a secretariat for the new LED association of participating cities. FLGR serves as a clearinghouse of economic development knowledge, providing training and continuing to build the professional economic development capacities in participating municipalities through networking. In the longer term, the goal is to create a dedicated professional association for Bulgarian municipal LED practitioners.

