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THE INSTITUTE WELCOMES LACHAUN BANKS AS 

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT COORDINATOR 

LaChaun has been tapped to 

serve as Economic 

Development Coordinator and 

oversee the day-to-day 

operational activities of the 

NC Strategic Economic 

Growth initiative at UNC’s 

Kenan Institute. She will 

assist in the development and 

implementation of strategies 

to help boost the economy of 

distressed counties in North Carolina.  

She will engage partner organizations across North 

Carolina, regional businesses, faculty, students and 

others as they work collectively to develop and 

execute initiatives to encourage entrepreneurial 

activity for economic development.  

LaChaun has nine years of experience in human 

resources, customer relations and business 

operations. She earned a BA in International Studies 

from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 

with a concentration in global economics, trade, and 

development. As a Phillips Ambassador scholar at 

UNC, LaChaun studied in Hong Kong at the Chinese 

University where she gained knowledge on Asian 

business and management and Chinese government 

and politics.  

In a previous role as a commercialization manager, 

LaChaun helped to create business plans for 

advanced technologies for a local aerospace 

company. She is also certified by the National 

Industrial Security Program as a Facility Security 

Officer, and was responsible for obtaining personnel 

government security clearances as well as facility 

security clearances. As executive assistant to the dean 

of Kenan-Flagler Business School, LaChaun 

interacted with high-level donors, C-Suite clients, 

students and faculty members of the business school, 

as well as coordinating the day-to-day functions of 

the dean. 

“Tail Gate Buddy” Rocks Business Contest 
 

SpringBoardNC hosted Shark Tank, a business idea 

competition in Rocky Mount that showcased eastern 

North Carolina entrepreneurs.  

Adults, college students and members of Rocky 

Mount’s Youth Entrepreneur Academy (YEA) 

Program participated in the event, which was held 

Saturday Nov. 16 at N.C. Wesleyan College Dunn 

Center for Performing Arts. 

“Shark Tank helped identify promising new ideas, 

motivated people with the potential to create 

successful businesses, and will continue to enhance 

the culture of entrepreneurship in the area,” said Jeff 

Tobias, vice president of SpringBoardNC. 

The Kenan Institute partnered with business leaders 

around Rocky Mount to support the start of 

SpringBoardNC, a non-profit organization and 

entrepreneur resource hub fostering and supporting 

entrepreneurs in the region. SpringBoardNC has 

developed networking and learning opportunities to 

help build a vibrant entrepreneurial ecosystem in 

eastern North Carolina. 

Shark Tank was the first business competition of its 

kind in the area. It was the product of a broad 

collaboration that included the Rocky Mount 
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Chamber of Commerce, N.C. Wesleyan College’s 

Eastern North Carolina Center for Business & 

Entrepreneurship, the Kenan Institute, Carolina’s 

Gateway Partnership, and the North Eastern 

Entrepreneur Roundtable (NEER). 

 

The event featured aspiring entrepreneurs in three 

divisions presenting their ideas to a panel of judges 

and potential investors. Finalists from three divisions 

had 10 minutes to make their business pitch to the 

audience. Highly respected business leaders Mayo 

Boddie, Chairman of Boddie-Noell Enterprises, Brian 

Wordsworth, Executive Vice President of MBM 

Corporation and Frances Gravely, Founder of Vietri 

served as judges. Tail Gate Buddy, a tailgate 

accessory company won the business division. The 

College Division winner was Kristopher Hutchins 

with a business idea of a skin patch that can measure 

blood alcohol content for responsible bar owners. 

The Young Entrepreneur Academy winner was 

Thane Wooten with the idea of t-shirts with science 

and math catch phrases.  

The prize for top business idea included tuition credit 

for YEA students, tuition credit and individual 

mentoring for N.C. Wesleyan College students, and a 

$10,000 cash prize and advisory services for the open 

division. 

 

KENAN INSTITUTE PARTNERS WITH 

BEAUFORT COUNTY  

The Kenan Institute and the Beaufort County 

Economic Development Board have been working 

together to develop several important documents for 

the county.  Establishing the Economic Development 

Investment Policy Guidelines encourages new 

industries to locate to the county, as well as existing 

industries to expand.  Additionally, Beaufort County 

and the Institute have developed a work plan to 

identify strengths, test new strategies and nurture new 

collaborations. The plan identifies challenges to the 

county, as well as opportunities, assets, mission, 

vision and goals. An important component to the 

working document includes an action and 

implementation plan. 

 

The 2
nd

 annual Eastern North Carolina Entrepreneur 

Summit took place October 29
th

 in Greenville, NC, 

drawing entrepreneurs from across the region and 

state.  

The keynote address was delivered by Dave Berkus, 

managing partner of two private equity investment 

funds and chairman-emeritus of the Tech Coast 

Angels, one of the largest angel investing networks in 

the United States. Berkus shared his experiences in 

forming and managing successful businesses and 

discussed what factors make angel investors and 

entrepreneurs successful. 

“It’s a wonderful opportunity for local entrepreneurs 

to learn from Berkus as well as our region’s top 

entrepreneurs in an intimate environment where 

discussion is encouraged and questions can be 

answered,” Marty Hackney, director of ECU’s 

Berkus has received numerous awards recognizing 

his achievements. He is one of only 30 individuals 

inducted into the Hospitality “International Hall of 

Fame” and was awarded the 2013 U.S. Early Stage 
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Venture Capitalist of the Year. His companies have 

been recognized in the Inc. 500. 

At the entrepreneurship summit, Berkus was on an 

afternoon panel to discuss how to select the members 

for one’s business team. Other topics covered at the 

summit included funding, social media and risk 

management for tourism entrepreneurs. 

East Carolina University, the Kenan Institute, 

Greenville Hilton, NC Eastern Region, Pitt County, 

McDonnell Boehnen Hulbert & Berghoff LLP, and 

many others sponsored the event.  

Judith Cone, Special Assistant to the Chancellor for 

Innovation & Entrepreneurship at UNC-Chapel Hill 

and LaChaun Banks, Economic Development 

Coordinator with the Kenan Institute attended the 

summit. Cone said it was a great example of how 

entrepreneurs, economic development agencies, 

universities, angel investors and policy makers can 

work together to create a supportive environment for 

those interested in becoming entrepreneurs or 

growing their companies. “I like to say that 

entrepreneurs are dreamers who do. And, the 

successful ones make the most informed decisions 

and have luck on their side. As you have heard ‘Luck 

favors the prepared mind,’ and this summit was all 

about entrepreneurial preparedness,” said Cone.  

Banks found that the summit was a great way to 

connect entrepreneurs with successful entrepreneurs. 

She said, “The summit was an open environment and 

the speakers were honest about successes and failures 

of starting a business. We were able to ask questions 

and really learn from people who have been in the 

game for a long time.”  

KENAN INSTITUTE REPORT ON NC WOOD PELLETS  

The Kenan Institute, in partnership with the NC 

Biofuels Center, has released a report on NC’s role in 

global biomass market, specifically exports of wood 

pellets. The main driver for the growth of this 

industry in NC is demand from Europe for a lower 

climate impact alternative to fossil fuels.  

While there is no mandated EU target specifically for 

biomass, it currently contributes the highest 

proportion of renewable energy for the combined 

sectors of electricity, heating, and transportation in 

Europe—more than solar or wind. Despite this 

dominance, biomass for heat and power will likely 

need to double between 2010 and 2020 for the EU to 

achieve its targets. The Kenan Institute reports that a 

precise prediction of future NC exports is difficult 

because of incomplete country-level EU biomass 

regulations, rapid increase in EU demand, 

proliferation of new US pellet facilities, and 

underutilization of installed capacity. The report does 

show that Eastern North Carolina forests could 

sustain seven additional large pellet plants; however, 

the regulatory risk to the US pellet industry is 

contingent on EU and UK regulations. Future 

competition for wood products may also endanger the 

prospect.  

A full copy of the report can be found online at 

www.ncgrowth.unc.edu/index.php/projects/north-

carolinas-role-in-the-global-biomass-energy-market/. 
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