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New center, changes at Fort Knox starting to be felt in region

Marcus Green
February 8, 2010
FORT KNOX, Ky. -- Mike Zong was warming to the prospect of calling Kentucky home as he hit the midpoint of a recent five-day, six-county tour of the Fort Knox area. “It's not ‘small town' at all,” said Zong, a database manager who works in a suburb between Baltimore and Washington. “It has almost everything that I have right now.”

Zong is among thousands of workers who soon must decide whether to follow their jobs to Fort Knox later this year once the Army's Human Resources Command opens its new headquarters here.

Their decisions will ultimately determine how many families will move to counties surrounding the post and how many positions will be left over for local job seekers.

In the midst of a prolonged economic downturn, the new jobs at Fort Knox, and a related construction boom, are expected to send millions of dollars into the local and state economies. And 2010 marks the peak year for state and local tax revenue associated with the work on post, pumping as much as $6.4 million into the nine surrounding counties, according to a consultant's estimates for the Lincoln Trail Area Development District.

The Army expects 4,200 civilians, military personnel and contractors will work at the Human Resources Command's new headquarters, most of them by this fall.

Fort Knox spokeswoman Connie Shaffery said she expects 2,700 workers will move, leaving about 1,500 jobs to be filled. Many of the new workers, like Zong, work for companies that have contracts to provide services to the Human Resources Command.

The shuffling of commands at Fort Knox is expected to result in 7,800 new jobs and $322 million in payroll across the region, according to preliminary results from an economic impact analysis being prepared by University of Louisville economist Paul Coomes.

The nationwide base realignment is giving Fort Knox a facelift, with seven organizations arriving and three departing by the time the changes are complete next year. In October, the post welcomed the first soldiers from the 3rd Brigade Combat Team, 1st Infantry Division. Starting this year, the U.S. Army Armor Center and School will begin its move to Fort Benning, Ga.

The Army's base changes announced in 2005 are starting to be felt as the year begins. Col. Eric Schwartz, Fort Knox's garrison commander, calls 2010 “The Big Inhale” because the post population will swell before the Armor School departs. “It's an exciting time for the installation as new units and organizations begin arriving,” Schwartz said. “We are finishing up important construction projects and renovations for all our new Fort Knox organizations.”

Jobs for local workers

There's been no lack of interest in the jobs coming to Fort Knox's Human Resources Command, though the Army doesn't yet know how many openings it will have.

About 2,000 people, mainly from about a dozen counties in the Fort Knox area, have attended three-hour federal hiring symposiums held each month over the past two years, and economic development officials say they've presented a shorter overview at 18 college campuses in Kentucky and Indiana and other locations.

Related

 “We all want to do what we can to make sure this region and the job seekers in this region are as prepared as possible to take advantage of those opportunities,” said Beth Avey, spokeswoman for the One Knox economic development group. “We don't go under the assumption that all those positions are going to be filled by local residents.”

Still, some firms are targeting the local work force.

SAIC, a McLean, Va.-based 


information technologycompany that contracts with the Human Resources Command, plans to have about 100 positions in the Fort Knox area by next year, said Jim Holt, an SAIC vice president.

SAIC has opened an office in Radcliff, and Holt said the company plans to advertise for the jobs “not too far down the road.”

“The vast preponderance of people will be hired in the local and regional area,” he said.

Another contractor, ASM Research of Fairfax, Va., recently opened an office in Radcliff. About 12 workers are moving to Kentucky, and the technology company has been advertising to fill 15 positions, said John Fraser, senior vice president.

Fraser said the company also would like to hire local workers. Other companies are waiting to see whether their employees will follow their jobs.

Zong, who attended the recent tour of the Fort Knox area, works for System Automation of Columbia, Md. The company, a subcontractor for SAIC, plans to hire about 10 of the 18 technology jobs it's bringing to Kentucky, President Charles Rubin said.

The local work force is “the first place we would look,” Rubin said.

If local workers take newly created Army civilian and contractor jobs, that could lead to openings at other companies across the region, said Sherry Johnson, associate director of the Lincoln Trail Area Development District.

“We anticipated that there would be folks that would leave their employment in the community in and around the post to take some of those positions,” she said.

New stores coming

It's been about a year since Krista and Matthew Selph opened a Bearclaw Coffee Co. franchise in a new retail complex in Radcliff, not far from the post's Wilson Road gate. The Radcliff location was the company's first store outside of Michigan.

Bearclaw President and CEO Debi Scroggins said the location made sense because of the work force boom coming to Fort Knox and the surrounding area.

Krista Selph works at Fort Knox for the Army's Accessions Command, and her husband is on active duty at the post. She said sales have risen each month, and the couple now is working to complete financing on a second location in Elizabethtown.

“With the base realignment and stuff like that, we knew it was really going to grow here,” she said.

Bearclaw Coffee opened in a plaza along Radcliff's Knox Boulevard — a main connection between U.S. 31 and Fort Knox's Wilson Road entrance. Developer John Lopp said he expects the 12 spaces in the 20,000-square-foot complex will be leased by spring.

“We built it in anticipation of everything going on at the base,” Lopp said.
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