
Elizabethtown by the numbers
Population

      City of Elizabethtown................................... 23,777

      Hardin County.............................................. 97,949

Labor Force

      County.......................................................... 46,639

Unemployment Rate

      County...................................................7.3 percent

Per Capita Income 

      County........................................................ $31,875
    

Top Five Employers

Hardin Memorial Hospital.................................... 1,600

Akebono Brake Systems......................................... 825

Wal-Mart Stores Inc................................................. 600

Dana Corp. .............................................................. 500

AGC Automotive Americas .................................... 350

     † Self-reported, February 2009
   † † SOURCE: Elizabethtown/Hardin County Industrial 
        Foundation, February 2009
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**

*

*

†

    * U.S. Bureau of the Census, estimate 2007
  ** HAVER/BLS, December 2008

*** BEA/HAVER, 2006

***

By Susan C. Thomson

Helps Protect Economy of Elizabethtown, Ky.

Through the fog of the current recession, 
Fort Knox looms golden to Elizabeth-

town, Ky.
The Army base, next to the U.S. bullion 

depository of the same name, came through 
the base realignment and closure exercise 
in 2005 with an enhanced mission.  Over 
the next three years, it will bulk up into a 
bastion of 20,000 jobs, 5,500 of them new.  
The biggest share of the additions will come 
with the Army’s human resources com-
mand, to be consolidated at the fort from 
sites around the country.  By one estimate, 
allowing for slots taken by current soldiers 
or Army employees, 1,500 to 1,800 of those 
new jobs will remain for civilians either in 
the Fort Knox area or recruited to it.  These 
will be permanent jobs of the corporate-
headquarters sort—managerial and techni-
cal included, all white-collar. 

Although 15 miles outside of Elizabeth-
town and only partly in Hardin County, Fort 
Knox has long been the economic elephant in 
the area.  More county residents—2,166 civil-
ians, by the Army’s count—work at the post 
than for any other employer.

In addition, hundreds of local trades 
people have found temporary work on the 
fort’s many expansion-related construction 
projects, says B. Keith Johnson, president 
of Elizabethtown’s First Federal Savings 
Bank.  Of these projects, the centerpiece is 
an office building of about 900,000 square 
feet—equal to the playing area of 15 football 
fields.  In all, the Army’s investment in the 
base’s expansion is projected to approach  
$1 billion.

Larry Hayes, Kentucky’s acting economic 
development secretary, describes the base’s 
buildup as “one of the most significant 

C O M M U N I T Y  P R O F I L E

A building boom at nearby Fort Knox is music to the ears of those who live in Elizabethtown and elsewhere in Hardin 
County.  The fort employs more county residents than any other employer.  Workers toil on the new human resources  
command center, a 900,000-square-foot building set for completion in June 2010.
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economic development projects” in the state 
since the late 1980s, when Toyota opened 
its assembly plant in Georgetown, 85 miles 
from Elizabethtown.

Auto Plants Are Still Key

Toyota gave Elizabethtown its biggest 
shot of business adrenalin pre-Fort Knox.  
Over the following decade, parts makers 
Akebono Brake Corp. (auto brake systems), 
AGC Automotive Americas (automotive 
safety glass) and Dana Corp. (truck frames) 
built new plants in town.  Tokyo-based 
Akebono took the extra step of moving its 
North American headquarters to Elizabeth-
town from Michigan in 2007.

Incentives helped attract the three plants.  
Elizabethtown Mayor David Willmoth says 
the city agreed to return to the plants, for 
five years, three-quarters of the 0.8 percent 
in taxes it collected on their employees’ 
earnings.  In some cases, the city also issued 
industrial revenue bonds.

“We are always willing to work with 
clients to make their project work in our 
area,” especially in today’s slack economy, 
says Rick Games, president of the Elizabeth/
Hardin County Industrial Foundation.

The foundation markets Elizabethtown 
as something of an incentive in itself, given 
its location, where two four-lane Kentucky 
parkways meet up with Interstate 65, which 
itself connects the Gulf Coast and suburban 

Chicago.  From Elizabethtown, the new 
parts plants could easily supply Toyota and 
numerous new auto plants eventually built 
close to that interstate between Alabama 
and Indiana.

Akebono’s vice president and general 
manager, Carl Lay, says his company was 
won over by the city’s logistical pluses, 
which also included service by two rail lines 
and proximity to the Louisville airport, 40 
miles and minutes north on Interstate 65.  
Akebono has since come to value “the pro-
gressiveness of the community,” exempli-
fied, he says, in its openness to the Japanese 
managers who came with the plant.

Together over the years, Akebono and 
the other two parts plants created upward 
of 2,500 jobs, mostly nonunion, with good 
wages and benefits.  Now, along with their 
automaker customers, all three have shifted 
into reverse.  Akebono announced its first 
layoffs in January.  Dana and AGC have 
been shedding jobs for several years and are 
down by half from their employment peaks, 
Games says.

Still, the three plants rank among the 
largest employers in the city, a roster topped 
by Hardin Memorial Hospital.  For the 
past decade, the hospital has been adding 
services, facilities, medical specialties and 
jobs, extending its reach from Hardin into 
several surrounding counties and securing 
its standing as a regional medical center.

With 1,600 workers, Hardin Memorial Hospital (above) is the No. 1 employer in Elizabethtown.  Bad debts are ballooning 
at the hospital as more uninsured and underinsured people seek services there.  
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President David L. Gray says demand for 
the hospital’s services continues to grow, 
especially among people either uninsured 
or underinsured.  The hospital’s bad debts 
ballooned 30 percent in the past year.  
Because the Army provides its people with 
excellent health benefits, he welcomes the 
new Fort Knox jobs, which will start arriv-
ing this summer.

Retailing Takes a Hit

For now, unemployment is ticking up.  
Mayor Willmoth sees the evidence in an 
expected $1 million shortfall in the $11.1 
million in earnings taxes the city budgeted 
for this fiscal year.  A downturn in retailing 
contributes to the gap, he says.

To the casual observer, the retailing sec-
tor looks healthy enough.  On or near the 
four-lane Ring Road that draws a letter C 
just within the city limits, big-name stores 
like JCPenney, Lowe’s, Home Depot, Tar-
get, Best Buy, Kohl’s and Wal-Mart stand 
strong to all appearances, testifying to the 
regional shopping mecca Elizabethtown has 
become.  A Sam’s Club opened in January.  
But a number of smaller stores—including 
Waldenbooks, KB Toys and the local outlets 
of two bankrupt regional clothing stores—
have closed.  Willmoth calculates that as 
many as 500 retailing jobs have been lost.

In housing, too, Elizabethtown has taken 
a blow from the brutal recession.  Johnson 
of First Federal Savings says permits for 
new single-family homes fell 54 percent  
in the city and 51 percent in unincorpo- 
rated Hardin County from 2006 to 2008.  
Willmoth mostly blames the slowdown  
in residential development for an overall 
drop in construction in the city—from  
$80 million worth of projects in 2007 to $59 
million last year. 

Included in that lower total, though, were 
two new hotels, which brought the city’s 
total to 21.  Twelve of them cluster at the 
main Elizabethtown exit on Interstate 65, 
under a canopy of signs beckoning travelers 
in from the road.

Catering to Tourists

The hospitality industry serves the 
city well.  Over the past 10 years, receipts 
from a longstanding 3-percent tax on 
hotel rooms—more than 1,500 of them 
now—have risen every year but one.  Two 

years ago, the city added a 2-percent tax on 
restaurant meals.  The take from the two 
taxes together this year is expected to add 
up to $2.7 million, earmarked for promot-
ing tourism.

The city’s lead effort in that area is a 
planned 100-acre outdoor recreational 
complex.  Its football, soccer, softball and 
baseball fields will be designed not just for 
local leagues but also for team competitions 
from beyond the immediate area.  Sherry 
Murphy, executive director of the Eliza-
bethtown Tourism & Convention Bureau, 
describes this venture in “sports tourism” as 
a potential economic-development tool.

Timothy Asher, president of the Eliz-
abethtown-Hardin County Chamber of 
Commerce, praises the effort as an example 
of the community “trying new things” and 
not just relying on the “same old economic 
development efforts.”  He also sees develop-
ment potential for Elizabethtown in attract-
ing retirees, especially military from Fort 
Knox, and in developing more homegrown 
entrepreneurs.

Both Asher and the foundation’s Games 
cited Michael and Dana Bowers as leading 
examples of entrepreneurs.  The husband-
wife duo combined two small enterprises 
into iPay Technologies.  Their company 
provides software and customer service for 
online bill paying to community banks and 
credit unions.  Since its founding in 2001, 
iPay has grown to 225 employees. 

“Significant Skills Gap”

The community’s immediate and major 
focus is on Fort Knox, including the chal-
lenges of its explosive growth.  To accom-
modate it, schools, roads and housing 
must be built.  People must be hired, a task 
complicated by “a significant skills gap,” 
says Sherry Johnson, associate director 
of the eight-county Lincoln Trail Area 
Development District, headquartered in 
Elizabethtown.  She says candidates for the 
new “knowledge-based” Fort Knox jobs, 
especially those in information technology, 
are in thin supply in the basically rural, 
blue-collar area.  An effort is under way to 
recruit workers, including recent college 
graduates, from across northern Kentucky 
and southern Indiana.

“Smaller cities like Elizabethtown typi-
cally do not have the mix of amenities— 

At the Akebono Brake Corp. plant, Barbara Hardesty 
assembles disc brakes.  The Tokyo-based company moved 
its North American headquarters to Elizabethtown from 
Michigan in 2007.

The H.B. Fife Courthouse is the heart of the public 
square downtown.  Elizabethtown and county officials, 
along with the Chamber of Commerce, are looking at 
ways to bring businesses back to the downtown area.  
Motorists traveling through downtown must navigate 
around the courthouse as they travel on U.S. 31W.
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economy        a t  a  g l a nce 

Eleven more charts are available on the web version of this issue.  Among the topics they cover are agriculture, commercial 
banking, housing permits, income and jobs.  Much of the data is specific to the Eighth District.  To go directly to these charts, 
use this URL:  www.stlouisfed.org/publications/re/2009/b/pdf/4-09-data.pdf.
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air service, universities, restaurants, major 
sports, arts and cultural institutions—for 
luring high-paying office jobs of the kind 
Knox is providing,” says Paul A. Coomes, 
professor of economics at the University 
of Louisville and a specialist in regional 
economics.  In the new Army jobs, he says, 
the area’s economy is “getting through the 
federal government what it would not likely 
get through the private sector.”

For the long haul, he sees the area as best 
suited for “attracting companies that have to 
make complicated, heavy, expensive things 
that have to be shipped to consumer mar-
kets throughout the United States.”  Manu-
facturers, in other words.

Games is on the case.  “There are a lot of  
manufacturing projects out there to be landed 
when this economy improves, especially those 
between five and 25 employees,” he says.

Even now, he says, he’s hearing from pros-
pects whose interest has been piqued by all 
of the activity around Fort Knox. 

Susan C. Thomson is a freelance writer.

Above, the 100-acre Field of Dreams isn’t much more 
than a sign at this point, but civic leaders hope that it 
will eventually draw football, soccer, baseball and softball 
teams from near and far.  The city already has a substan-
tial hospitality industry.
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