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New director
talks about
the future

Hartford is quickly becoming
a city in transition, basically
fueled by burgeoning population
growth and a healthy manufac-
turing climate. And with that
growth comes attendant feeder
businesses like restaurants,
hotels and other retail opera-
tions - including the grand-
daddy of them all, Wal-Mart,
which has received approval
from the city to start construc-
tion in the near future. To keep
pace with that business growth —
and to encourage its continua-
tion in this area of transition -
is one of the primary mission of
the Hartford Area Chamber of
Commerce. To gain insight into
how the chamber is approaching
these challenges, Times Press
staffer Al Dunn interviewed
Laurie Barz, the new executive
director of the Hartford Area
Chamber of Commerce.

TP: How did you get involved
with the chamber? What is your
background?

LB: I'm a former small busi-
ness owner, I had a small con-
struction company, and have
always enjoyed being in business
and talking about business. I
have a master’s degree in busi-
ness administration, and I loved
being a capitalist and watching
things grow. And I know the
struggles. When this position
came up I was working as the
business service team leader at
the Workforce Development Cen-
ter, and was really looking for the
big opportunity. I was looking for
the big one. I came and inter-
viewed, and this was it. I think
my background and some of the
experiences I've had really were
almost perfect for this position.

TP: You've come on board
during a time of change in
Hartford, the latest big change is
the approval of Wal-Mart. What
is the chamber’s stance on this
retail giant coming to town?

LB: Our mission statement is
supporting and nurturing grow-
th in the Hartford area. That’s
our mission statement. If they are

indeed coming, and it sounds like
they are, then we need to try to
make it a positive experience.

TP: How does your member-

_sh;p feel about Wal-Mart coming
in?
LB: I don’t know that there’s
one uniform thought on that.
There are positives and nega-
tives, so....

TP: As a follow to that ques-
tion, in years past it seems the
primary role of a chamber direc-
tor was as a cheerleader for the
existing mom & pop stores. Now
it seems more chambers are
becoming proactive in building
economic growth with a more
diverse business community,
manufacturing and so forth.
What does the chamber do to
lure these types of businesses
here?

LB: Well, we’ve just started
developing a marketing plan. In
the past, the chamber really
focused just on the city and town
of Hartford businesses. We have
now encompassed the town of
Erin and are going to encompass
all of the areas that Hartford
Union High School uses as feeder
schools.

All those little areas
Herman and Saylesville and
some of the areas out west where
the Wal-Mart is proposed to go.
We hope to grow this community

and not just the city and town of

Hartford. And to support the
businesses that are here.

TP: What is your membership
comprised of, number and vari-
ety of businesses?

LB: That’s something we're
analyzing right now. In the past
we’ve never really looked at the
industry types or the make-up
codes. We do have a lot of small
businesses, but that is consistent
with every area. There are more
small businesses than there are
large businesses. And we hope to
be able to support them through
mentoring programs. I'm work-
ing with the Waukesha County
Economic Development Corpora-
tion in developing a mentoring
program right now for small
companies so they can come in
and get some help from the cham-
ber: Some real help; some help
that’s going to help their bottom
line. Their return on their invest-
ment.

TP: What is the city doing to
attract more industry to Hart-

ford?

LB: The industries that are
members of the chamber really
support the chamber by doing
things like offering their
employees incentive chamber
checks, which helps keep the
money inside the city and town
of Hartford or in the Hartford
area. That’s very helpful to us.
And I think it’s really important
and I hope they will continue to
support us in that way.

TP: Much has been made of
luring some biomedical technol-
ogy firms — which seem to be
booming in the Milwaukee area
- out to Washington County. Has
the Hartford chamber made any
inquiries to these businesses?

LB: Not at this time. But it’s
not something we wouldn’t con-
sider doing. Because of lack of
time we haven’t talked about it.

TP: Health insurance costs
are a big concern with most
businesses, particularly the
smaller employer. Does the
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chamber offer a program for its
members, if not, what advice do
you give them?

LB: Yes, it offers the Humana
Plan. It gives the businesses a 10
percent discount on the premium.
You have to have at least two peo-
ple in your company who are
involved, so your sole proprietor
wouldn’t be eligible for that.

TP: What is your vision for
the Hartford Chamber?

LB: I hope to grow this area. I
hope to focus more on business
growth. Networking, network-
ing, networking to get business
people together so they can
exchange ideas and add to their
bottom line.

TP: The chamber director’s
job seems to be pretty all-encom-
passing and engrossing. What
does Laurie Barz do to unwind?

LB: I sail, 1 swim. I have a lit-
tle getaway up in Door County. I
garden. I do all the things every-
one else does. I have grass to mow
and lawn work to do.




