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Executive Summary 

Nestled in a picturesque river valley, the Mid-
Columbia region has transformed economically 
in recent decades. Where orchards and shipping 
piers once dominated the landscape, a diverse 
mix of industries now thrives – from brewers 
leveraging the region's hops to robotics 
companies harnessing the wide-open skies. The 
Gorge blends influences from traditional 
mainstays like agriculture, timber, and shipping 
alongside innovative sectors including 
fermentation, unmanned aerial systems, and 
outdoor recreation equipment. It nurtures local entrepreneurs while attracting those seeking 
adventure and work-life balance. 

Yet barriers persist that could limit further economic expansion, from sparse local investment 
capital to a shifting climate and lack of buildable land. To propel entrepreneurship, innovation 
and ongoing prosperity, the Mid-Columbia Economic Development District (MCEDD) seeks to 
develop a Regional Innovation Hub serving Hood River, Wasco, and Sherman counties in 
Oregon as well as Klickitat and Skamania counties in Washington. The Hub will directly tackle 
certain challenges, like cultivating a collaborative culture amongst entrepreneurs, showcasing 
the region’s assets to potential investors, strengthening connections to statewide resources, and 
linking to venture capital providers. It will also reinforce partners best positioned to broaden 
resources and support for local businesses.  
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The Hub will start small, addressing core needs first before expanding programming in future 
years. Like an apple tree in one of the Gorge’s many orchards, the Hub will put down roots 
before extending its branches. 

MCEDD will spearhead the Hub's cultivation, raising funds and implementing actions outlined 
here. It will likely coordinate closely with the Gorge Technology Alliance to manage efforts. By 
collaborating with services providers in the region, the Hub will be able to address needs 
beyond its scope. 

Rather than being confined to a fixed place, the Hub will provide inclusive services and 
outreach regionwide. By linking stakeholders, empowering entrepreneurs, and nourishing an 
innovation ecosystem, the Hub represents a commitment to sustainable growth that unlocks 
potential. It will amplify the 
region's promise, driving 
prosperity and resiliency for the 
Gorge. 

The Hub is a down payment on 
the Mid-Columbia's flourishing 
future – one where ingenuity 
catalyzes inclusive economic 
vitality. By bringing people 
together, it will cultivate an 
ecosystem where more small 
businesses can thrive and grow 
into major employers. 
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1. From Orchards to Octocopters:  
Innovation in the Gorge 

The Mid-Columbia regional economy, spanning Oregon's Sherman, Wasco, and Hood River 
counties, along with Washington's Skamania and Klickitat counties, has diversified over recent 
decades. Key sectors such as unmanned aerial systems, healthcare, fermentation, value-added 
agriculture, manufacturing, and tourism have all grown despite limited commercial and 
industrial land.  Nurturing this ongoing growth, in particular the spin-off companies that come 
next, will be a challenge given a lack of local investment capital, a shifting climate, and limited 
industrial and commercial land. 

The region’s advantageous geographic 
location and climate support both 
traditional and innovative agricultural 
activities. Crops thrive in the fertile soil and 
moderate weather. The open landscape 
enables testing of unmanned aerial systems. 
Beyond its strengths in key industries, the 
Mid-Columbia Region offers an exceptional 
quality of life. With abundant recreational 
opportunities provided by its natural 
settings, the region has become increasingly 

attractive for new residents and businesses. 
The region’s prime location has enabled the cultivation of talent and emergence of an 
unmanned aerial system (UAS) cluster, catalyzing spinoffs and startups. 
Advancements in this sector have created opportunities for other 
businesses to leverage the technology and given rise to UAS support 
services.  

In this report, we analyze the forces generating rapid economic 
development in the Mid-Columbia Region across diverse sectors. While 
highlighting growth opportunities, we also provide a sober assessment of 
future challenges that must be addressed to ensure sustainable expansion. 
Barriers like overlooked investor potential, scaling challenges, and an 
underdeveloped startup ecosystem hinder growth. By addressing hurdles 
and investing in new sectors, the region can further expand its economy. 
The Mid-Columbia Regional Innovation Hub will serve as a center 
supporting high-growth businesses and championing the region. It will 
nurture an innovation ecosystem that backs startups across diverse sectors. 
This study investigates the existing systems supporting entrepreneurs, 
identifies gaps, and proposes resources needed to overcome the current 
challenges. 

The Mid-Columbia 
Economic Development 
District (MCEDD) received 
grant funding from 
Business Oregon to 
develop a plan for a 
regional innovation hub 
serving Hood River, 
Wasco, and Sherman 
Counties. Business 
Oregon’s objective is to 
designate Regional 
Innovation Hubs 
throughout the state that 
will fund and incentivize 
collaboration to build and 
advance innovation-
focused ecosystems, 
ensuring opportunities for 
all innovation-based 
businesses throughout 
Oregon. 
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Innovation hubs facilitate the growth of local industries. The concept builds off the premise 
that innovation ecosystems exist or can be created. Within the Mid-Columbia region, we can see 
elements of the innovation ecosystem that could be further fostered to strengthen the system 
such as promoting the region to investors, improving access to 
venture capital, and creating opportunities for business expansion 
within the region.  

McKinsey described the value proposition of innovation hubs by 
looking at the economic impacts of innovation, finding that 
innovation-based industries: 

(1) Have productivity growth nearly double the rate of other 
sectors; 

(2) Are responsible for 60 percent of US exports; 
(3) Account for 80 percent of engineers and patents; and  
(4) Pay above average wages.2  

They conclude “innovation hubs open new avenues for healthier, more diverse, and more 
connected communities.” 

What do Innovation Hubs do?  

The innovation hub will serve as the connective tissue to link, leverage, and align regional 
innovation assets.  

While no standard definition exists for an innovation hub, the Stanford Social Innovation 
Review best reflects the four core features of innovation hubs:3 

1. Build collaborative communities with entrepreneurial individuals 
at the center. 

2. Attract diverse members with heterogeneous knowledge. 
3. Facilitate creativity and collaboration in physical and digital space.  
4. Localize global entrepreneurial culture. 

  

 
1 https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/strategically-engaging-with-innovation-ecosystems/ 
2 https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/building-innovation-ecosystems-
accelerating-tech-hub-growth 
3 https://ssir.org/articles/entry/time_to_define_what_a_hub_really_is 

What is an innovation 
ecosystem?  
 
MIT defines innovation 
ecosystems as “places that 
engage five stakeholder 
types—research institutions, 
entrepreneurs, corporations, 
investors, and governments—
linked by a strong social fabric 
of mutual interest, 
complementary needs and 
resources, and trust.”1 
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Why is innovation important to the economy of the Gorge?  

Innovation provides three key benefits:  

1. Economic Resiliency – Innovation enables a region to 
diversify its economic activities by encouraging the 
development of new industries, products, and services. This 
diversification will reduce reliance on a single sector, such as 
tourism, and create multiple sources of economic growth, 
making the region less vulnerable to economic downturns. 

2. Increased Productivity – Innovations often introduce new 
technologies, processes, and methodologies that enhance 
productivity and efficiency. By adopting and integrating new 
technologies and techniques, companies in the Gorge will better compete and thrive in 
their markets.   

3. Job Creation and Talent Attraction – Young firms are one of the main engines of job 
creation in a local economy. As new industries and businesses emerge, they require a 
skilled workforce to drive their growth. This not only helps in providing career 
opportunities to residents of the Gorge but also can attract talented individuals from 
outside the region. 

This plan is part of ongoing efforts to promote innovation in Oregon’s economy. The Oregon 
10-Year Innovation Plan recognizes the importance of innovation in strengthening the state’s 
economy and improving the lives of its residents. It aims to provide specific support to 
innovative businesses, connect entrepreneurial opportunities, and promote equal access for 
rural and underprivileged communities. This will create a more inclusive and prosperous 
environment for all. The Mid-Columbia Regional Innovation Hub will serve as an 
implementation tool to achieve the Mid-Columbia Economic Development District’s 2022 – 2027 
CEDS goal of cultivating strong businesses.  

 

 

The Mid-Columbia Regional 
Innovation Hub will support 
implementation of two 
independent but aligned 
strategies – the Oregon 10 
Year Innovation Plan and 
the Mid-Columbia 
Economic Development 
District 2022 – 2027 
Comprehensive Economic 
Development Strategy 
(CEDS). 
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Why now? 

Given the impacts from climate, economic shocks or dramatic 
technology shifts, there is urgency in developing a dynamic and 
diversified local economy. The Mid-Columbia Economic Development 
District’s 2022 – 2027 CEDS envisions a “resilient, thriving, sustainable, rural 
economy that supports equitable access to diverse business opportunities that act 
in harmony with the area’s unique qualities, values, culture and natural 
resources.” The Mid-Columbia Regional Innovation Hub will serve as an 
important implementation tool for building a more resilient economy.  
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2. What Foundational Barriers Constrain 
Innovation? 

Foundational Barriers 

Foundational barriers are challenges or restrictions that restrain the region’s entrepreneurial 
potential but are not a strong fit for the Innovation hub itself. Through stakeholder 
conversations and a review of underlying data, ECONorthwest heard recurring themes about 
the lack of housing, buildings and land for businesses, adequate childcare, and economic 
opportunities for Latinx residents and residents of color. While it is outside the scope of an 
innovation hub to address these barriers, these issues deserve focus from elected officials and 
others working closely on regional economic development.   

The region lacks workforce housing and available land for residential development.  

The increase of housing costs and the expansion of second homes and short-term vacation 
rentals continue to place pressure on Mid-Columbia’s already aging and limited housing stock 
and lack of available land. Mid-Columbia’s housing growth has not kept pace with its 
population growth, causing a tight housing market with high prices. In the same way, housing 
costs continue to outpace income growth: Between 20% and 30% of the population in the region 
is cost burdened (spending more than 30% of their income on housing) and many are severely 
cost burdened (spending more than 50% of their income on housing).  

The issue of housing unaffordability coupled with limited available residential land poses 
significant challenges to the region's economic progress. These challenges undermine the ability 
to attract and retain a skilled local workforce for both public and private employers. Despite 
facing obstacles in expanding residential development due to factors like the National Scenic 
Area designation and urban growth boundaries, the region remains committed to fostering 
housing initiatives. These efforts encompass various strategies, including policies aimed at 
enhancing awareness of the housing market dynamics in the Gorge, along with collaborative 
endeavors involving local governments, organizations, and institutions to facilitate housing 
production (CEDS, p. 30-31). It's important to emphasize that while the focus may lie on the 
innovation hub, ensuring sufficient affordable housing remains a critical pillar for sustaining 
the region's economic vitality. 

The region does not have adequate buildings and land for commercial and industrial 
employment.  

Much like the challenge posed by limited residential land, the Mid-Columbia region also 
grapples with a scarcity of land available for commercial and industrial development, 
presenting a significant hurdle to its economic advancement. This dearth of suitable land is 
further compounded by the constraints imposed by the National Scenic Area designation and 
the complexities associated with expanding urban growth boundaries. As regional enterprises 
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experience workforce growth, their options for affordable commercial spaces to expand are 
limited. While local ports could play a pivotal role in addressing the demand for cost-effective 
commercial, industrial, and flexible spaces, it's evident that additional collaborative efforts will 
be necessary to foster and enhance access to these essential business venues. The current 
strategies outlined to bolster commercial and industrial expansion within the region encompass 
the creation of adaptable and affordable incubator spaces, fostering partnerships that enable 
businesses to jointly pursue real estate opportunities, facilitating connections between vacant 
properties and prospective enterprises, and ensuring a well-balanced land supply that 
efficiently accommodates residential and infrastructure growth (CEDS, p. 18). 

Families lack access to affordable childcare services. 

Lack of affordable childcare services is another top barrier, especially as more households are 
becoming reliant upon two- income earners to meet their basic needs. As mentioned above, 
with a growing number of regional households who are cost burdened and severely cost 
burdened, developing more accessible and affordable childcare service options is crucial for 
continued regional community well-being and economic growth. Regional priorities to address 
these childcare needs for employees and workers include supporting the development of 
trainings and apprenticeship models for the childcare workforce, promoting support 
opportunities targeted to new childcare businesses, and partnering with Columbia Gorge 
Community College to develop a public childcare center (CEDS, p. 25-26).  

Many Latinx and BIPOC residents are limited by longstanding structural barriers. 

Nationally, entrepreneurs are diversifying.4 Over the last 25 years, the share of new 
entrepreneurs who are Hispanic or Latino more than doubled (from 10% to 24%), as with the 
share of new entrepreneurs who are Asian (from 3% to 7%). The share of Black or African 
American entrepreneurs grew from 8% to 10% (Kauffman Foundation). However, despite this 
growing diversity, various structural barriers continue to limit the full potential of these 
entrepreneurs. As learned through various engagement streams, lack of generational wealth 
and educational opportunities, language barriers, and difficulty accessing capital continue to 
prevent many entrepreneurs of color from launching, expanding, and scaling up their 
businesses.  

While the Hub’s primary focus centers on high- growth businesses, where BIPOC entrepreneurs 
are less represented, broader regional initiatives geared towards supporting BIPOC and 
women-owned businesses entail a range of strategies. These encompass facilitating enhanced 
business engagement with Chambers of Commerce and the Small Business Development 
Center, forging partnerships with commercial lenders to overcome obstacles to accessing 
essential capital resources, aligning the needs of marginalized businesses with pertinent skills 
training programs, and collaborating with local community groups to provide tailored job 
training and employment opportunities (CEDS, p. 18, 21, 23, 25). 

 
4 Data on entrepreneurship trends by race and ethnicity is unavailable at the regional level.  

https://www.kauffman.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Kauffman_Trends-in-Entrepreneurship-Who-Is-The-Entrepreneur-2021.pdf
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3. What Innovation Elements are Missing? 

What are the key elements in an Innovation Hub? 

To better understand what a successful innovation ecosystem looks like (particularly those in 
rural areas or areas lacking prominent research institutions), the team explored dozens of 
examples throughout the world, exploring some of the key elements highlighted in the MIT D-
Lab innovation framework. These roles are generally equivalent to the actions proposed by 
Business Oregon in the Oregon Innovation Plan.5  These fall into five categories: Capital 
Access, Peer-to-Peer Network, Mentorship, Ideation and Labor Development and Attraction.   

 

  

 
5 Business Oregon. 2021. Oregon Innovation Plan. Developed by the Futures Commission. 
https://www.oregon.gov/biz/programs/homeareas/innovate/Pages/oip.aspx  

https://www.oregon.gov/biz/programs/homeareas/innovate/Pages/oip.aspx
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Gap Identification Process 

To best identify the adequacy of supply of these various elements, the team explored each topic 
in three manners.  

First was via a broad asset mapping process, attempting to detail all relevant service 
providers and detailing if they were local, regional or state entities.  
 
The second process was part of an online survey to entrepreneurs, small business 
owners and service providers. This helped to add context to the initial asset 
mapping, allowing a large set of respondents to indicate which topics they 
considered to be of greatest need in the region.  

 
The third step was direct engagement, via nearly twenty one-on-one conversations 
as well as four Leadership Team committee meetings with knowledgeable local 
actors. The resulting table synthesizes the results of those efforts and helps 
demonstrate the specific needs of the region.  

Services considered adequate were deemed sufficient to meet the region’s needs and were 
provided at the appropriate level (local, regional, or state) for optimal service delivery. 
Generally, individuals requiring these services were able to access them. However, it is 
important to note that adequacy does not guarantee equal access for everyone. There is still 
opportunity for improvement in terms of inclusivity across various categories. On the other 
hand, services categorized as inadequate were either insufficient to meet the identified demand 
in the region or were available but not accessible to local actors due to being provided at an 
ineffective level (local, regional, or state). See Appendix A for more notes on sufficiency of 
service. 
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Exhibit 1. Sufficiency of Service 
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After this gaps analysis, twelve elements appeared to be lacking in the region: 
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Partners in the Innovation Ecosystem 

The vision for a dynamic innovation ecosystem is one that leverages the strong foundational 
services already present in the region. These include small business development centers, 
community colleges, community development financial institutions, and technical assistance 
programs. Many of the innovation needs identified are within the roles of current regional 
entities, they may just need to explore expanding services. Exhibit 2 identifies which existing 
providers are best suited to address this need.  

For example, the Center for Innovation and Entrepreneurship could lean into their industry-
specific knowledge to provide value with increasing technology adoption, facilitating  
mentorships, and managing internship programs that connect students to local startups. The 
Small Business Development Center might offer new legal and accounting consultations 
tailored to entrepreneurs, as well as enhanced advising on business expansion. 

Columbia Gorge Community College could continue expanding access to its skills center and 
expand workforce training courses into coding, fabrication, and other relevant skills. And local 
and state governments could support public goods like parks and events that make the region 
more attractive to talent, while also offering financing tools to help developers construct flexible 
workspaces suited for startups and small businesses. 

With coordinated efforts between organizations and government entities, the Mid-Columbia 
Innovation Hub can catalyze an innovation ecosystem that drives economic growth and 
opportunity throughout the region. 
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Exhibit 2. Gaps in the Innovation Ecosystem and the Partner Who Can Address Gaps 

 

Strong ecosystems have service providers that have defined roles and invest in developing 
specific areas of assistance. Below is a list of providers noted in Exhibit 4 and how their roles 
could expand to address the need.  
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Exhibit 3. Partners and their Role in the Innovation Ecosystem 
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Exhibit 4. Company Development, Investment Stages, and Support Systems 

 

Spotlight Asset: Pendleton UAS Test Range (Potential future Center for 
Innovation Excellence) 

The Pendleton UAS Range in Oregon provides specialized infrastructure to support unmanned aerial 
systems (UAS) testing and development. The 160-acre facility includes hangars, manufacturing 
spaces, test pads, and a secure industrial park. Approved flight operations span 14,000 square miles 
and up to 15,000 feet in altitude, providing access to over 50 test environments. Onsite assets 
include mobile command centers, ground control systems, 10 Gbps fiber internet, and a UAS-
optimized air traffic control tower. Over 23,000 test flights have been conducted to date. This is a rare 
facility that brings users in from across the United States and the world. Leveraging this asset could 
amplify the region to be an integrated hub of activity. 
 
For the Unmanned Aerial Systems industry, a focus on regional integration between the SBDCs, the 
Skills Center, the CIE, the Innovation Hub and the community developed around it is worth exploring. 
An entrepreneur should have space to build their product, get help with a business plan, find a place 
to test their product, and get help with early funding.  
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4. What is the Role of the Hub?  

At the heart of the Innovation Hub is a vision, backed by three key pillars: Promote and 
Prepare, Leverage and Link, Convene and Connect. Together, these pillars will foster a 
thriving innovation ecosystem in the Mid-Columbia region, creating a magnet for investors and 
empowering entrepreneurs to flourish. 

§ Promote the region to investors and prepare entrepreneurs with the tools they need to 
pursue investment opportunities when those investors are present.  

§ Develop a marketing campaign to promote the region to investors. Many investors 
interested in investing in Oregon look to Portland or Bend. Washington investors 
may never stray far from the I-5 corridor. A targeted marketing campaign is needed 
to grow awareness of the region, even if specific startups may or may not be 
investment-ready now. The region has a strong cluster of fermentation, unmanned 
aerial systems and fruit agriculture that can build a brand for innovation.  

§ Work one-on-one with entrepreneurs to provide guidance on how to establish and 
grow a business. For founders of innovative, high-growth businesses, there are 
fewer services focused on where and how to secure early-stage investment.  The 
Hub needs to “meet people where they are” literally and figuratively to provide a 
trusted voice they can rely on.  

§ Leverage existing resources by creating stronger linkages between founders, service 
providers, and statewide resources. 

§ Link founders with existing resources. Many entrepreneurs are aware that there are 
certain things they should know but don’t. While the hub does not need to have all 
the answers, it should know where to direct founders to for assistance. This could 
include referring them to start-up groups such as OEN or TiE, industry-specific 
resources like OMEP or the CIEs, mentorship programs like SCORE, or funding 
partners like the Oregon Venture Fund. 

§ Link service providers to each other.  The region already possesses many essential 
elements to support entrepreneurship and innovation. However, it can be 
challenging to keep track of the various services offered by different entities. The 
hub will need to raise awareness of regular services and special initiatives available 
in the region, creating a more interconnected network of support for entrepreneurs 
and innovators.  

§ Link the region with statewide resources. Many resources exist at the statewide 
level, but the Mid-Columbia region is not well connected with these resources. The 
hub will need to connect with entities at the statewide level, advocating for resources 
for the region, removing barriers to and connecting businesses with those resources.  

§ Convene businesses giving them opportunities to connect with peers and network 
across industries.  
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§ Organize events to bring people together. Starting and launching a business can be 
a lonely endeavor. Creating a community where founders can share ideas, 
frustrations, best practices, contacts, etc. plays an important role in developing a 
vibrant innovation ecosystem. This can be as simple as an informal coffee group or 
pub talks to more complicated endeavors like startup weekends and pitch 
competitions. To create a culture, someone needs to bring people together.  

§ Connect founders with existing networking events. Many organizations in the 
region are already hosting events. The hub can serve as a partner for these events by 
either supporting them directly or promoting them with founders.  

The following implementation framework outlines the structure, governance, key partnerships, 
programming, and funding considerations necessary for the successful development and 
operation of the Innovation Hub. This comprehensive framework ensures a systematic 
approach, allowing for prioritization and phased implementation to effectively drive progress 
towards the vision. 

What are the areas of focus?  

Gaps in the Innovation Ecosystem 

While the Mid-Columbia Region has many of the elements of an innovation ecosystem, gaps 
remain. Exhibit 4 details what was found to be lacking in the region, which includes access to 
venture capital, pitch competitions, business growth assistance, and convening/events. The Hub 
will work to meet these needs in addition to serving as a general resource connector.  

Exhibit 5. Gaps in the Innovation Ecosystem that the Innovation Hub will Address 
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Who will the Hub Serve?  

The Hub will focus on high growth companies  

The Hub should prioritize inclusivity and accessibility for all. It can and should support any 
entrepreneurs and businesses who access it either directly or by guiding them to the 
appropriate resources. The Hub aims to promote the Mid-Columbia region’s assets and make it 
a desirable area for investment. It aims to support early-stage entrepreneurs who envision 
significant growth in their company’s revenues or employment within the first decade. This 
endeavor is driven by the overarching objective of fostering the growth of scalable, traded 
sector companies operating in emerging industries that create a more resilient and thriving 
economy. By doing so, the Hub endeavors to equip the region with the necessary capabilities to 
adapt to evolving markets. Ultimately the Hub is structured to provide one-on-one support for 
high growth companies who need support accessing venture capital and related business 
growth opportunities. 

Who will run the Hub?  

MCEDD and partners 

MCEDD will champion the Hub’s development, pursuing funding and executing on the actions 
outlined in this plan. Ultimately MCEDD will house staff hired to fulfill Hub functions. 
However, to achieve its vision and ultimately strengthen the innovation ecosystem in the 
region, the Hub will need to coordinate with other organizations in the region and state to 
connect and share resources and knowledge. These organizations will also address gaps in the 
innovation ecosystem that are not directly in the Hub’s role.  

Where will the Hub be Located?  

The Dalles, but programs will be region-wide 

Currently this hub is not imagined to be a physical space like an accelerator or makerspace. 
Instead, the focus on the Hub is on promoting the region and providing high-value guidance 
and community to entrepreneurs. This will take place via video calls, in-person conversations 
and at regional events.  

When will the Hub provide services?  

Core and Expanded timeline 

Due to limited funds and resources, it is necessary to prioritize and phase Hub functions. The 
following framework for phasing (Core / Expanded) identifies the central functions of the Hub 
from the functions that could be added as time and funding allow. Since the Hub is focused on 
early-stage entrepreneurs, the core functions provide specific resources and advice to 
entrepreneurs that equip them to successfully launch and grow their company. Actions in the 
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Expanded Hub accomplish broader objectives of expanding innovation clustering. Working 
with the leadership committee, ECONorthwest established the prioritization and phasing of 
Hub functions by assessing the urgency of the need and the importance of addressing it.  
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Where will the Hub service?  

The Hub will address needs across the Mid-Columbia Region 

Exhibit 6. Innovation Hub Service Area 

 

How will the Hub be structured?  

Structure 

Two options exist for how an innovation hub might be structured: 

1. The first is to establish the hub as a program under 
MCEDD similar to the Gorge Tech Alliance 
coordinator position. This structure has certain 
benefits. First, it clearly defines where the hub exists 
within MCEDD. Second, MCEDD can establish 
accounting mechanisms that allow easy and accurate 
tracking of all funds related to the hub. Finally, the 
hub can establish an internal organization staffing 
structure that is clearly defined. 

2. The second option is to integrate the hub as a core 
function of MCEDD. This is fundamentally different 
than establishing a program in that staff can be shared across functions. For example, the 

Structure includes the 
organization where the hub exists 
(the host or sponsor), who 
manages the fiscal administration 
(which is not always the same as 
the sponsor), and how the hub is 
organized.  
 
Governance includes the legal 
structure of the hub as well as 
who has authority to spend 
money, make decisions, and set 
policy. 
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hub will have events and programming. Event and programming support would come 
from MCEDD’s staff that helps with communications and events. It would also allow 
other MCEDD staff to support the hub as necessary. This structure is more complicated 
from an accounting perspective – each staff member involved with the hub would need 
to track effort and expenses related to the hub.  A second challenge that is not 
necessarily unique to this option is management of shared staff. Splitting staff across 
programs is more complicated to manage and requires more attention from managers to 
ensure that priorities are being met and time is allocated consistent with goals and 
funding. 

Governance 

The regional innovation hub will require MCEDD to engage with external partners as not all the 
desired functions of a hub will be housed within MCEDD. This creates questions about how 
vision, goals, and policy of the hub are established and whether external partners should have a 
say in those decisions. In short, MCEDD can think of a regional innovation hub as a complex 
collaborative where partners voluntarily collaborate due to a shared value proposition but 
cannot formally tell each other what to do. 

Our recommendation is that MCEDD establish an Advisory Committee of 8-10 persons 
recruited from throughout the region to provide guidance and support as the hub launches. 
Representation on the committee should span geography, race, and roles, including 
university/college, SBDC, local government, community-based organizations, and the private 
sector. We suggest MCEDD begin identifying and vetting potential Advisory Committee 
members now, with the goal of securing commitments from 8-10 qualified 
individuals/organizations before the next funding round expected in late 2023. Appointed 
members should serve 1-year terms initially, with engaged participants retained and less active 
members replaced as needed. The committee's role and functions are likely to evolve over the 
first 6-24 months as the hub matures. Thoughtful Advisory Committee recruitment and 
onboarding will help engage stakeholders across the community and region, ensuring the hub 
is responsive to identified needs. 

What will these Positions do?  

The Hub will fulfill its mission through two roles: the Venture Catalyst and Innovation Liaison. 
These positions will focus on developing a vibrant and integrated innovation culture in the 
region. The Venture Catalyst will focus on promoting the region to investors and prepping and 
connecting high-growth businesses with investors, while the Innovation Liaison will focus on 
event coordination and facilitating communication between existing actors. 
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Exhibit 7. Job Descriptions
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How will the Hub be inclusive?  

While the Hub is primarily targeted toward 
high-growth, traded sector companies (which 
by this very definition is exclusive), we have 
identified steps that the Hub and partners can 
take to serve diverse entrepreneurs and 
businesses. Specific efforts are highlighted 
below. To ensure inclusivity and diversity in 
the Hub’s services, the project team engaged 
with various groups throughout the region and 
state including The Next Door and the 
Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian 
Reservation.  

Case Study: Venture Catalyst Network, Oregon 

The Oregon Venture Catalyst Network is a group of experienced entrepreneurs known as Venture 
Catalysts (VCs) who collaborate with local economic development authorities to boost entrepreneurship 
in Central Oregon, Willamette Valley, West Metro (WA County), and Mid-Valley regions. These VCs 
provide hands-on assistance, foster valuable connections, and strengthen the overall entrepreneurial 
ecosystem. They offer personalized support through one-on-one meetings, mentorship, and pitch 
coaching, enabling entrepreneurs to develop robust business plans, secure funding more effectively, 
and reach broader markets. 
 
The impact of the Venture Catalyst Network has been remarkable, as evidenced by a study highlighting 
the immense value it brings to entrepreneurs. The services offered by VCs received high praise, and 
participants benefited greatly from the programs, connections, and pitch coaching. Beyond individual 
entrepreneurs, the VCs play a pivotal role in building and nurturing entrepreneurial ecosystems, 
facilitating collaboration among service providers, local governments, investors, and educational 
institutions. This interconnected network has fueled business growth, job creation, and industry 
diversification, with companies served by VCs experiencing impressive year-over-year revenue growth of 
130% and employment growth of 59% between 2018 and 2019. 

While the study received overwhelmingly positive feedback, entrepreneurs highlighted three areas of 
growth for VCs: 1) the need to sustain existing services, 2) expanding services to cover more regions, 
and 3) ensuring consistent and high-quality services across all regions and over time. Additionally, three 
specific recommendations were made to address barriers and challenges: 1) enhancing network and 
capital access for minority- or women-owned businesses, 2) extending entrepreneurial resources to 
rural communities, and 3) tackling the public health and economic obstacles arising from the pandemic 
recovery.  

Sara Lawrence, Michael Hogan, and Elizabeth Brown, “Venture Catalyst Network Impact Study and 
Evaluation,” 2020, p. ES-1-7. 

https://oeda.biz/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/VCN-Impact-Study-and-Evaluation.pdf
https://oeda.biz/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/VCN-Impact-Study-and-Evaluation.pdf
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Intentionality in services and recruitment 

Intentional Outreach – Work with clients from diverse backgrounds including different 
genders, races, and age groups. This could involve exploring alternative approaches to reaching 
potential clients.  

Broad Marketing – Explore different marketing channels and potentially use different 
languages to reach a wider audience. Partner with trusted gatekeepers to attract clients who 
may not have interacted with these types of activities before.  

Events Promoting Scaling Up – Collaborate with organizations such as The Next Door to 
explore the advantages of business growth. Discussions can encompass strategies for acquiring 
new customers, expanding to additional locations, integrating innovative technology, or 
introducing new products and services. Concurrently, it's essential to emphasize potential 
challenges in areas like operations, legal matters, and labor. Additionally, spotlight available 
resources that assist in addressing these obstacles. Consider hosting these sessions in a variety 
of venues to appeal to a broad spectrum of participants. 

Youth Board – Create a youth review board with individuals aged 16-24 as a part of pitch 
competitions or other vetting events. This would serve two purposes: (1) help the entrepreneur 
understand younger consumers and (2) expose young adults to innovators and venture 
funding.  

Tech Adoption Events – Host events that showcase the practical usage of new equipment or 
point-of-sale technology and invite entrepreneurs of color. Entrepreneurs of color often face 
financial constraints due to systemic injustices and are therefore more cautious about investing 
their time and money in new technology. Tech adoption events could help persuade these small 
businesses to adopt innovations that have the potential to boost their revenues.  

Culturally Appropriate Spaces – Develop a broad understanding of available resources, 
providing guidance tailored to different entrepreneurs. This involves providing resources that 
are well-suited to each entrepreneur, catering to the specific needs of black or Latino 
entrepreneurs, women, veterans, or other subgroups that may prefer services or settings that 
feel more welcoming and inclusive. 

Broad Sources of Capital – Develop a comprehensive understanding of available capital 
resources. When engaging with a diverse group of entrepreneurs, many may be at the early 
stages of their business and might only need a micro-loan or IDA (Individual Development 
Account). Understanding available capital resources will enable better connections between 
entrepreneurs and the resources they need to establish and grow their enterprises.  

Integration with the TAP (Technical Assistance Program) Services Providers   

The Technical Assistance Program (TAP) provides funding for organizations that assist 
historically underrepresented and under-resourced small businesses. By supporting equitable 
access to technical help, TAP aims to ensure inclusive economic growth and break long-
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standing disparities. Business Oregon supports many of these providers in the region, 
including: The Next Door, the Native American Youth and Family Center (NAYA), the 
Hispanic Metropolitan Chamber, The Black American Chamber of Commerce, and others.  

These programs deal with entrepreneurs of all sectors and aspirations, from those seeking self-
sufficiency to those building a million-dollar enterprise. To accelerate companies ready to scale, 
the Hub will collaborate closely with TAP providers to act as an additional resource. Through 
individualized guidance, the Hub can connect driven founders to local and statewide resources 
that serve their growth goals. By matching growth-oriented ventures with specialized support, 
the Hub and TAP providers can together cultivate an entrepreneurial ecosystem where all 
businesses have room to flourish. 

 

  

Case Study: Bounce Innovation Hub, Ohio 

Situated in downtown Akron, Ohio, Bounce Innovation Hub, founded in January 2018, serves as a 
vibrant hub for entrepreneurs, startups, and small businesses. Originally a homogenous cluster 
predominantly catering to white residents, the Hub underwent a remarkable transformation into a 
diverse and inclusive community of software startups and small manufacturing businesses, thanks to 
an economic initiative by Akron's mayor. Spanning a 300,000 square feet site, Bounce offers coworking 
spaces, event venues, meeting areas, and professional offices to over 50 organizations. 
 
Akron City Council played a crucial role in promoting racial diversity among the business owners at 
Bounce. Though setting specific quotas turned out to be unlawful, the council struck a deal demanding 
Bounce's commitment to enhancing diversity in exchange for the property. As a result, Bounce pledged 
annual updates on their racial and gender diversity efforts and other outreach initiatives. These 
accountability measures yielded positive results, with Bounce now boasting a diverse staff composition, 
including five people of color and eight women, and serving over 48% Black-owned clients. 
 
Demonstrating their dedication to diversity, Bounce expanded its services and clientele. Notably, the 
Generating Real Opportunity and Wealth (GROW) programs, designed for minority- and women-owned 
businesses, have made a significant impact. Among the initiatives, the need-based microgrants 
program repurposed a grant originally meant for the makerspace, providing recipients with $500 to 
$3,000 for various essentials like transportation, food, or equipment. Additionally, Bounce utilized 
another grant to support executives-in-residence (EIRs) within their business incubator program for 
minority- and women-owned small businesses. These GROW programs have served around 110 
businesses, with approximately 90% being Black-owned. 
 
With a strong commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), and a continual focus on tailoring 
their programs to meet the unique needs of their diverse clientele, Bounce Innovation Hub has become 
an invaluable resource for BIPOC small businesses and startups 
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What will it Cost?  

Funding Needs:  

Funding will be needed for staff salaries (and related costs) along with some funding needed for 
events, Costs for the two proposed hub staff positions – Venture Catalyst and Innovation 
Liaison and the additional annual costs are below.  

Exhibit 8. Phase 1 Funding Projection  

 

Potential Funding Sources 

The Innovation Hub should pursue diverse funding streams to maintain resiliency. This will 
likely begin with Business Oregon, but other sources will need to be identified and developed. 
Below is a list of potential funding sources:  
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• Grants from Business Oregon, Regional Solutions, US Economic Development 
Administration 

• Local government contributions – cities, counties, port districts 
• Corporate sponsorships from major employers/industries in the region 
• Philanthropic foundations interested in entrepreneurship and economic development 
• Revenue generating activities – membership fees, fee for service consulting 
• Revolving angel funds, paid back when early stage companies are acquired or go through 

an IPO 
• Federal small business/innovation grants like SBA, EDA, USDA, ARC 

A multi-year fundraising strategy with diverse funding sources is crucial to ensure the hub's 
financial sustainability over time. This should emphasize building partnerships and aligning 
with entities that share the hub's mission of fostering entrepreneurship and innovation. It often 
takes 1-2 years for new business assistance programs to build trust and traction within the small 
business community. Adequate and consistent funding during the initial start-up phase will 
allow the hub time to establish itself as a trusted resource and valued partner in the region's 
innovation ecosystem. 

How will Success be tracked?  

Tracking the success of an innovation hub requires a set of meaningful metrics that align with 
its objectives and goals. Many of these metrics are programmatic and short-term. These track 
the Hub’s activities, services, and the direct impact these services have on the businesses it 
supports. Others are long-term focused metrics which measure changes to the innovation 
ecosystem over time and the impact that has on the broader community. 

Hub Metrics 

§ Number of Startups Supported: Keep track of the number of startups that the hub has 
helped, including mentoring, funding, or other resources. This could include 
applications, registration data, or client profiles. 

§ Job Creation: Measure the number of jobs created by the startups and businesses 
supported by the hub. Gather employment data from the startups and businesses that 
have been assisted by the hub. This can be done through regular surveys or follow-ups 
with the entrepreneurs. 

§ Revenue Growth: Track the revenue growth of the startups and businesses that have 
been part of the hub's programs. Track financial data of supported startups, such as sales 
reports, income statements, or financial statements. 

§ Funding Raised: Monitor the amount of funding raised by startups, either through 
investments, grants, or other funding sources. Maintain a record of funding secured by 
startups through investment records, grant applications, or fundraising updates. 

§ Success Rate of Startups: Calculate the percentage of startups that have achieved 
sustainability or profitability after receiving support from the hub. Follow up with 
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supported startups over time to determine their long-term success and sustainability. 
The Hub could also measure the business establishment births and attrition rate over 
time using Business Dynamics Statistics to better understand the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem.  

§ Convening and events: Track the number of attendees at events and gatherings hosted 
by the Hub. Gather industry and demographic information when possible.  

§ Diversity and Inclusion: Measure the representation of diverse entrepreneurs and 
businesses in the hub's programs and assess their success rate. Collect demographic data 
from clients and participants to measure the diversity representation. 

§ Customer and Stakeholder Satisfaction: Conduct surveys or feedback sessions to gauge 
the satisfaction of customers, partners, and stakeholders with the hub's services. 
Conduct regular surveys or feedback sessions with clients, partners, and stakeholders. 

§ Retention Rate: Determine the percentage of startups and businesses that remain in 
operation or active in the region after receiving support from the hub. Monitor the 
number of startups that continue to operate or remain active in the region after receiving 
support.  

Long-term Impact 

§ Innovation Impact: Assess the impact of startups and businesses supported by the hub 
on their respective industries or sectors. Gather data from startups on their innovations, 
patents, or intellectual property creations. The Hub could leverage StatsAmerica to 
assess patents and innovation over time. The Hub could also look at changes in 
employment and incomes in specific industries over time. When possible, the Hub 
should consider how these metrics vary by race, ethnicity, gender, etc. 

§ Economic Impact: Measure the overall economic impact of the Hub's activities on the 
local or regional economy. The Hub could utilize economic data from the region or 
industry to assess the overall impact of increased innovation on the economy. This could 
include measuring changes in GDP, regional employment, per capita income, average 
wages, and housing cost burden. When possible, the Hub should consider how these 
metrics vary by race, ethnicity, gender, etc. Ideally increased innovation startups should 
improve economic outcomes for all people in the region.  

It's essential to choose metrics that are specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-
bound (SMART) to ensure effective evaluation of the innovation hub's success and impact. 
Additionally, regularly reviewing and adapting the chosen metrics to align with the evolving 
goals of the hub will ensure ongoing success tracking.  
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The Way Forward 

The Mid-Columbia region has blossomed economically in recent years, with burgeoning 
strengths across diverse sectors. Yet barriers persist that could stifle further growth, including 
scarce local capital, climate challenges, and limited developable land. To catalyze ongoing 
prosperity, the Mid-Columbia Economic Development District envisions a Regional Innovation 
Hub encompassing several Oregon counties. This Hub will interlink regional assets to ignite the 
area into a flourishing epicenter of innovation and investment. 

The Hub will trumpet the region’s promise, furnish tailored guidance to entrepreneurs, 
integrate resources, and convene changemakers. It will address ecosystem gaps while 
empowering high-growth companies. Providing inclusive outreach and support region-wide, 
the Hub will equip entrepreneurs to soar. MCEDD will spearhead the Hub’s formation, 
pursuing funding streams and implementing the blueprint herein. The Hub will collaborate 
with partners to fully harness opportunities. Tracking key metrics will illuminate its impact 
over time. 

By connecting, advocating, and cultivating an inclusive ecosystem, the Hub will drive economic 
growth and resilience. It will amplify regional strengths and empower residents to reach their 
full potential. The Hub embodies a commitment to sustainable prosperity where all can thrive. 
It will catalyze the Mid-Columbia into a flourishing crucible of innovation that unlocks promise 
for all. 

This is a vision of the future where the region’s ingenuity and drive are unleashed toward 
inclusive growth and shared prosperity. The Hub represents a milestone on the journey toward 
a robust economy and equitable society where all can prosper. 
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Appendix A: What services will support 
innovation in the Mid-Columbia Region? 
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Exhibit 9. Gaps in the Mid-Columbia Innovation Ecosystem 
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Exhibit 10. Matching Needs with Existing Providers (“Need Filtering”) 
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