
fter being named vice chancellor for research, economic development and engagement at  
East Carolina University in 2017, I made it a priority to travel across our wonderful state to meet and 
hear from industry and economic development leaders. A common theme across every conversation 
is that North Carolina businesses, especially those in the rural majority of our communities, are 

seeking additional resources and expertise to be more competitive. Our university is here to help. 

ECU is one of the nation’s fastest growing research universities. As the flagship institution of the east and the 
only university in North Carolina with a medical school, dental school and college of engineering, ECU is poised 
to offer technical expertise across a wide range of industries. Whether it’s our state-of-the-art research facilities, 
an enhanced workforce development pipeline, or additional technical expertise from faculty, we want to put our 
resources to use and be a major driver of success across the state.
  
At ECU, we’re open for business. Whether 
you’re a startup company with two employees 
or a multinational corporation operating across 
continents, we’ve been listening to you on how we 
can help. We want to build new partnerships and 
better position your business for the future. Our 
greatest asset – nearly 29,000 students and 6,000 
faculty and staff – are at your disposal. Recently, 
we established the Office of Innovation and New 
Ventures and Office of Industry Initiatives. Both are 
dedicated to helping businesses access our cutting-
edge facilities and researchers. Specifically, we’re 
focused on turning our students from thinkers to 
doers, nurturing and harnessing their entrepreneurial 
spirit to benefit your business. In fact, ECU is the 
only university in the state with a named school 
for entrepreneurship – The Miller School of 
Entrepreneurship. 

As part of this mission, ECU will launch its Economic Growth Collaboratory in April. The collaboratory will 
harness big data and analytics to support business-based solutions, allowing ECU to partner with industries and 
economic development professionals to find meaningful pathways and opportunities for economic growth. This 
year, ECU announced RISE 29, a new microenterprise program for entrepreneurial-minded students. We believe 
the program will serve as a national model for other universities to create jobs and succession plans in rural 
areas, putting our innovative students in a position to benefit your communities. 

Finally, ECU is continuing to invest in research facilities. A $90 million Life Sciences and Biotechnology Building 
is under construction and the largest research greenhouse in the east is coming soon. Additionally, the Van and 
Jennifer Isley Innovation Building will provide world-class fabrication and prototyping workshops for our students 
and partners.

As a business founder and former CEO, I know the challenges industry leaders face. At ECU, we’ve made a 
commitment to support our state’s industries to create a better future for all of North Carolina. Please feel free 
to reach out to me to start the conversation.

Dr. Jay Golden, ECU vice chancellor for research, 
economic development and engagement, announces 
ECU’s Economic Growth Collaboratory at an Industry 
Round Table event in January. 

Dr. Jay S. Golden
ECU Vice Chancellor for Research,  
Economic Development and Engagement
goldenj17@ecu.edu
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  Garrett Blackwelder 
was frustrated. He was 
not getting the response 
needed from the Texas 
manufacturer of the gam-
ing-machine consoles 
he placed in local conve-
nience stores and bars. 
It shouldn’t be this hard 
to get good service, he 
thought. In that moment, 
Blackwelder saw an op-
portunity  — and took it.  

In 2013, he founded Grover Gaming 

in Greenville to make electronic games 

for all types of niche gaming markets. 

Blackwelder, the CEO, wanted to create 

a company that could do a better job than 

vendors he had previously worked with. 

Last year, his staff grew by 64% and is 

Entrepreneurs, officials and educators 
revive the eastern region with visionary 
businesses and public-private initiatives.

REGIONAL REPORT: EASTERN NC

The G.K. Butterfield Transportation Center acts as a transportation hub for the city as downtown Greenville 

becomes a hive of entrepreneurial activity driven by dynamic startups.
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ECU is one of the nation’s fastest growing research universities. As the flagship institution of the east and the 

we established the Office of Innovation and New 
Ventures and Office of Industry Initiatives. Both are 

edge facilities and researchers. Specifically, we’re 

spirit to benefit your business. In fact, ECU is the 

economic development professionals to find meaningful pathways and opportunities for economic growth. This 

areas, putting our innovative students in a position to benefit your communities. 

Finally, ECU is continuing to invest in research facilities. A $90 million Life Sciences and Biotechnology Building 

Jennifer Isley Innovation Building will provide world-class fabrication and prototyping workshops for our students 



expected to reach 175 employees by 

next year. 

 “You have to be changing while 

maintaining effectiveness,” Blackwelder 

says. “We constantly try to innovate our 

systems and games.” 

Blackwelder is the kind of innovative 

entrepreneur driving the economy in 

eastern North Carolina. 

Mad Mole Brewery of Wilmington 

is owned and operated by Martin de 

Jongh and Ole Pederson. Although 

the brewery will be only a year old in 

May, product development has been 

ongoing. 

“We had been home brewing in our 

garage for about 10 years. We built 

our own brew rig … and then our boss 

at our day job ended up acquiring a 

building. We said, ‘It’s definitely time to 

start a brewery!’” de Jongh says. The 

partners still try new small-batch recipes 

in the garage brewery before adding any 

to their current menu of 12 distinctive 

craft brews at the main facility, which is 

partially powered by solar panels.   

De Jongh and Pederson have worked 

together for nearly 20 years, first at Wor-

den Brothers Inc. as computer program-

mers and now as brewery co-owners.

Eighteen breweries now operate in 

the area along what is known as the 

Wilmington Ale Trail.  A local business, 

Port City Brew Bus, offers tastings, tours 

and other special events. Pederson says 

that the community, mostly small entre-

preneurs, is very supportive.

Towns throughout eastern North 

Carolina are experiencing similar trends, 

with a rise in startups and revitalization 

efforts.  

Over the last six years, Uptown 

Greenville, a nonprofit economic devel-

opment organization, has been adding 

businesses to the 10-by-6-block area in 

the heart of the city, says Bianca Shone-

man, president and CEO of the organiza-

tion. In 2018, downtown welcomed 17 

new businesses. In that time, Shone-

man reports that 600 full- and part-time 

jobs were added. 

“[In my last job] I commuted every 

week because I didn’t want to raise 

my kids in a city,” says Ryan Butcher, a 

Greenville entrepreneur. 

Butcher says there were many 

advantages to staying in Greenville 

versus moving to a bigger tech startup 

city when he began eAudit in 2013. 

One was having a close-knit community 

of tech talent who had the option of 

working in a startup atmosphere while 

maintaining the sense of balance a 

smaller town offers.

The entrepreneurial support in 

Greenville was very helpful, Butcher 

says. Through the city of Greenville’s 

Small Business Planning Grant contest, 

he won $15,000, allowing him to set 

up a small office for his new software-

development product. eAudit helps 

shippers control costs. “It helped us 

create a very modern space that was 

Silicon Valley-esque,” Butcher says of 

the startup grant. 

Greenville’s Small Business Planning 

Grant comes from the state and is for 

center city and west Greenville business 

opportunities.  

“We have a ‘rising tides float all 

ships’ mentality in the community,” 

Shoneman says.

Educational institutions like East Caro-

lina University also play a major role.

In the planning stage for his tech 

company, Butcher spent about a year 

with a team of engineers that he 

sourced from ECU. “The relationship 

with academia and software develop-

ment is pretty symbiotic,” Butcher 

says. “So the university here has been 

a great resource.”

With the largest undergraduate 

student population from rural counties in 

the state, East Carolina University leads 

the pack in educational innovation as 

well with its Rural Prosperity Initiative.

That initiative, headed by Jay Golden, 

vice chancellor for the division of 

research, economic development and 

engagement, focuses on bringing more 

opportunities to the region through con-

necting multidiscipline student teams 

formed through ECU’s Small Business 

Technology Development Center with 

local opportunities for business-plan 

development, mentoring and even 

seed money. 

“[We’re] creating innovation whether 

it’s in arts, or the new biomaterial, 

or health sciences, or engineering 

technologies or strategies — it could 

be anything,” Golden says. Startups 

in the program then agree to stay in 

North Carolina for five years. They may 

even stay and be a part of ECU’s new 
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iCertainty, a medical-device company, is among the entrepreneurial 

endeavors growing from East Carolina University research.
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C.S. 19-1871go.ecu.edu/industry

BEYOND
BUSINESS
AS USUAL

Keith Wheeler

Executive Director 
for Industry Initiatives
wheelerch18@ecu.edu

Mark Wdowik

Executive Director 
for Innovation and 
New Ventures
wdowikm18@ecu.edu

Contact us today

East Carolina University® drives business success 
for North Carolina’s industries.

ECU partners with companies of any size—from
startups to multinational corporations—
offering impactful expertise in value-added 
agriculture, biomaterials, cybersecurity, 
advanced manufacturing, medical equipment, 
pharmaceuticals, big data and predictive analytics, 

new product development and much more.

Gain competitive advantages

Partner with ECU to develop and improve your 
workforce pipeline, generate cutting-edge 
research, develop new products, assess your 
industry’s competitive landscape and find the 
perfect partner through industry consortia and 
advisory councils.

Spark innovation

Develop, cultivate and test new ideas for business 
growth by collaborating with ECU’s Miller School 
of Entrepreneurship and Office of Innovation and 
New Ventures. Realize opportunities to form new 
partnerships and develop critical funding sources.

Advanced research capabilities

Further your business with ECU’s advanced 
research facilities across multiple campuses, 
including our Outer Banks campus on Roanoke 
Island. Develop impactful research that produces 
new products and services for the rapidly 
changing needs of your industry.

Add talent

With nearly 29,000 students and 6,000 faculty 
and staff, ECU has the talent to support your 
organizational needs through internships and 
capstone projects, not just for today, but for your 
future needs.

ECU is ready to engage, research, create, innovate 
and propel your business toward growing success. 
Get to know ECU, and let’s get down to business.
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WHY BUSINESSES SHOULD PAY 
ATTENTION TO GREENVILLE: 
Q&A WITH MAYOR P.J. CONNELLY

What should the North 

Carolina business community 

know about Greenville?

Our city offers a number of assets 

for businesses such as a cost of 

living that is 10% below the national 

average, attractive utilities packages 

for businesses looking to expand or 

relocate here, a third of residents 

with at least a bachelor’s degree, and 

a couple of different incentive op-

tions such as a job-creation grant and 

capital-investment grant. Additionally, 

the city features East Carolina Univer-

sity and Pitt Community College, 

both of which provide state-of-the-

art business and industry training 

programs. 

 

Why should we be paying atten-

tion to Greenville?

 The city of Greenville is the 

cultural, educational, economic and 

medical hub for eastern North Caro-

lina. We are the 10th-largest city in 

the state and home to a fast-growing 

university-medical community featur-

ing a regional medical campus (Vidant 

Medical Center) that includes world-

class heart and cancer centers. Ad-

ditionally, Greenville boasts a strong 

industrial community and a vibrant 

uptown district.

What is the city doing to retain 

recent graduates as well as 

recruit entrepreneurs?

We award approximately $30,000 

annually to startup businesses 

through our Small Business Plan 

Competition. We also support 

students at the Pitt Community 

College School of Continuing Educa-

tion by contributing $20,000 annually 

to their workforce-development 

training programs. The city also 

offers up to $10,000 in zero 

interest financing as part of 

our homebuyer-assistance 

program that could benefit 

recent graduates. As a way 

of recruiting and assisting 

entrepreneurs, we also offer 

small-business and startup-

support services such as 

express permitting and plan 

reviews, and a small busi-

ness startup guide with 

resources for funding, 

investors and business 

counselors. We have strate-

gic partnerships with our 

local business counselors 

and organizations that 

include coworking spaces 

and incubators. 

Millennial Campus where private-public 

partnerships come together.

One of ECU’s success stories is the 

patent-protected, FDA-approved iCertain-

ty medical device, invented and devel-

oped at ECU in 2010 by a team of experts 

in medicine, science and engineering. 

The device allows doctors to continuously 

monitor blood flow during surgery.  

In 2005, when Bruce Ferguson be-

came the head of the East Carolina Heart 

Institute, he was using an early blood-

flow imaging tool by Novadaq Technolo-

gies with his heart surgeries. 

In 2008, Ferguson hired Cheng Chen, 

who had a Ph.D. in optical physics, and 

the two began work on a way to quan-

tify blood profusion. (Profusion refers to 

blood movement in the smallest vessels 

in the body.)

Frustrated by the time it took inter-

rupting surgeries to assess this critical 

information, Ferguson knew there must 

be a better way. He, Cheng and another 

faculty member, Xin-hua Hu, went to 

work on their own imaging prototype.

Jeffrey Basham was hired as the CEO 

of RFPi Inc., the company formed in 2014 

to develop and market the new product. 

“There is a lot of opportunity in the 

eastern part of the state,” Basham says, 

“and a lot of support. We had angel mon-

ey from [Inception Micro Angel Family of 

Funds]. Because the technology came 

out of East Carolina University, we have a 

lot of support from alumni of ECU.”

Diane Durance, director of UNC 

Wilmington’s Center for Innovation and 

Entrepreneurship, says her team works 

with students, faculty and community 

members to develop new business ideas 

in three focus areas where faculty have 

strong expertise: marine sciences; film 

and media production; and health, educa-

tion or data-analytics technologies.

A few of these Wilmington-based 

startups were selected for the Innovation 

Demo room at the Council for Entrepre-

neurial Development Tech Conference 

this February in Raleigh.

Founded by Bruce Rice, QuoteQuest is 

a cloud-based e-commerce platform con-

necting suppliers of construction materi-

als to buyers. 
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UNCW’s Center for Innovation and Entrepreneurship  

identifies and nurtures high-growth, high-impact companies.  

We connect, leverage and ignite regional strengths and 

university expertise to create innovative solutions to global 

challenges. What can the CIE offer your business? How  

can we help you pursue your entrepreneurial dreams? 

Find out today.

An EEO/AA Institution. 

www.uncw.edu/cie

DRIVING

IMAGINATION

INNOVATION



Another company, Uni-SPIRE, is led 

by CEO Debbie Powell, a former full-

time faculty member in the Department 

of Education. The company features a 

writing curriculum platform developed 

for the K-12 market. 

“Twenty percent of the ventures 

we work with are student ventures,” 

Durance says, “and about 10% are uni-

versity spinouts. … The rest are people 

from the community.”

UNCW CEI is also a sponsor of Fish 

2.0, a global program that connects 

entrepreneurs in sustainable fisheries, 

agriculture and seafood industries with 

investors from around the world. The 

center hosts the U.S. South Atlantic 

track in Wilmington, educating and men-

toring marine science-based businesses 

to meet investors.

With strong support from the CEI, 

which has coworking space available 

for incubation, the startups often do hire 

students from UNCW, growing the local 

economy.

A supportive entrepreneurial commu-

nity and business climate often attract 

newcomers. 

“One of the ideas in moving here 

was the affordability of eastern North 

Carolina, and knowing I would be on 

the road traveling a lot, getting closer 

to family worked very well … kind of 

a win-win,” says Game Plan founder 

and CEO Vin McCaffrey, who moved 

to Greenville about 10 years ago to 

continue developing his software 

company. 

Game Plan, a software platform used 

by college and university athletic depart-

ments to assist with maintaining the 

eligibility of their athletes and to assist 

with off-the-field goals, now boasts con-

tracted revenue increasing almost 200% 

in the last 24 months.

More innovation is in the works, such 

as a mobile app version of the soft-

ware. “We are looking to grow a mas-

sive business. We want to scale this to 

be very significant,” says McCaffrey, 

who finds Greenville very supportive of 

entrepreneurs. 

Many eastern North Carolina coun-

ties, whose economic base has been 

traditionally in the agricultural industry, 

are also experiencing new growth and 

innovation. 

Steve Yost, president of North Caro-

lina’s Southeast, a regional economic-

development organization, says much 

of his coverage area now also boasts 

expansions in the agricultural sector due 

to innovations in bioenergy. Catawba 

Biogas, with facilities in Anson County to 

be completed by year’s end, has invest-

ed $15 million in turning poultry waste 

from nearby farms into natural gas, then 

pumping it into nearby pipelines. The 

plant will employ 10 to 15 people. 

Duke Energy is working with most of 

these waste-to-energy companies on 

contracts for the purchase of the energy.

With North Carolina’s commitment 

to upgrade and expand infrastructure, 

larger companies can capitalize on new 

technologies.  

Last spring, as part of a $200 million 

infrastructure project, North Carolina 

Ports expanded one of its nine berths, 

with another scheduled for this spring. In 

addition, the Port of Wilmington received 

two new cranes last March and another 

this year. These upgrades, especially the 

expansion of the port’s turning basin by 

100 feet, boost operational efficiency. 

Now, large container ships are able to 

complete a full three-point turn, increas-

ing the port’s service capacity. Last 

year the Port of Wilmington reported 

container growth of 38%.

The longtime military presence in 

eastern North Carolina has been in-

novating as well. Launched last year 

as a collaborative effort with N.C.’s 

Southeast and Craven, Lenoir and 

Wayne counties’ economic-devel-

opment offices, the North Carolina 

Aerospace Corridor promotes the 

common assets in the region — con-

venient access to air, rail, highways, 

international ports and four military 

bases. So far, 28 companies, many 

nationally known, call that region 

home, according to the group’s 

website.

“The military is the second-largest 

sector in the state’s economy and has 

about a $66 billion-dollar impact on 

[our] economy,” says Scott Dorney, 

executive director of the North Caro-

lina Military Business Center, whose 

mission is to connect local businesses 

with the military’s need for their prod-

ucts and services. 
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A favorable climate combined with strong military presence attracted 

Windlift, a mobile wind-energy company, to eastern North Carolina.
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JOINT & SPINE CENTER

WEIGHT LOSS 
SURGERY CENTER



Nash Community College’s clean room supports North Carolina’s specialized training demands 

through funding from a Golden LEAF grant. The facility is one of only a few in the state providing 

aseptic training.

Aseptic Clean Room Offers 
Unique Learning Opportunity

• 913 sq. ft. Aseptic Training Lab 

• Flexible Scheduling

• Three Stations Simulating a Clean Room Environment   

• Gowning Station, Filling Line and Working Lab Areas

• Specialized Hepa Filtration System Moves 100 ft. of New Air Every 50 Seconds 

Nash Community College | www.nashcc.edu | 252-451-8379

“With 25 percent of United States-administered sterile injectable drugs 

being made at Pfizer in Rocky Mount, and with other pharmaceutical 

companies in close proximity, this training is a valuable asset to the 

region. Our pharmaceutical plant has historically sent employees out 

of state for the same type of industry training.”

Marty Nealey

Pfizer Plant Manager, Rocky Mount, NC

Call today for more 

information on how to 

schedule  training.



As early as 2009, Dorney says his 

organization recognized a need for a 

separate department focusing solely on 

tech transition. By 2016, with support 

from the N.C. Military Affairs Commis-

sion and the General Assembly, NCMBC 

established the N.C. Defense Technol-

ogy Transition Office, whose work is 

to identify innovative North Carolina 

businesses with technologies that have 

potential application in the defense 

sector and assist them with navigating 

federal agencies for proper support of 

development.

Denny Lewis, director of DEFTECH, 

emphasizes that DEFTECH mentors 

small businesses applying for prototype 

development support through applica-

tion to a governmental department.

One such company successfully 

navigating this process is Windlift, an 

energy firm with immediate applica-

tions for the military, agriculture and 

mining. Founder and CEO Rob Creigh-

ton moved to North Carolina in 2008 

after incubating the technology in 

Madison, Wis.

 One cold winter day while outside 

conducting field tests, Creighton’s 

hands were freezing and his testing 

equipment was icing. He remembers 

thinking, “If I am going to be test-

ing and improving my technology, I 

should move someplace that is a little 

bit warmer and windier.” Fortunately, 

Creighton’s wife had ties to Duke 

University. They moved the family 

to the area. “I drove my prototype a 

couple of days later out to the Outer 

Banks,” Creighton says, “and was 

testing it originally near Kitty Hawk. …

The winds [there] are very clean and 

thermally driven, so they allow you 

to get a full range of wind conditions 

and really accelerate the technology 

development.”

In 2009, Creighton secured his first 

military contract to cover the testing of 

another prototype on fallow agricultural 

fields in Hyde County. 

 Windlift’s website describes the 

technology as an “airborne power 

generation system” that is capable of 

capturing the same wind energy as a 

traditional turbine, using 10% of the 

material. “Our technology’s unique in 

that [it is] very portable and very mo-

bile,” Creighton says. “That’s why the 

military funded us.”

It can take anywhere from six to 

20 years for a small business to get a 

procurement contract on its own. 

But organizations like NCMBC and 

DEFTECH shorten the process as part 

of what Dorney calls “the best state in-

frastructure in the country” for helping 

businesses work with the military and 

other federal agencies.

“That’s called the North Carolina in-

novation ecosystem,” says DEFTECH’s 

Lewis. It is alive and well in eastern 

North Carolina.

— Julie Cunnane is a freelance writer 

based in Charlotte.
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