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City of Raleigh Announces Employee Ownership Initiative 	
New City Initiative to Keep businesses in Raleigh and Build Community Wealth 

 

Raleigh, NC — Long-standing, locally owned businesses are critical to Raleigh’s economy. To support their longevity, 
the City of Raleigh is launching Employee Ownership Raleigh, a year-long initiative that promotes employee ownership 
as a strategy for business continuity. The North Carolina Employee Ownership Center (NCEOC) serves as the primary 
technical assistance provider, while the City and the Democracy at Work Institute (DAWI) will raise awareness and 
help connect business owners to resources. 

Mayor Janet Cowell will formally announce the initiative at a press conference at 10:00 a.m. Wednesday, 
March 25 at S&ME, a 100% employee-owned company located at 3201 Spring Forest Rd, Raleigh, NC 27616. 

The City of Raleigh has over 26,000 small businesses, and more than 50% of American business owners are 55 or 
older. But only 30% of business owners have a clear succession plan. This leaves many small businesses at risk of 
closure once owners retire. For decades, businesses of various sizes have used employee ownership to preserve and 
build business legacies, local jobs, and community wealth. Employee Ownership Raleigh will highlight three primary 
employee ownership models:  

• Employee Stock Ownership Plans (ESOPs): Benefit plans that allow employees to own shares of the company 
stock. 

• Employee Ownership Trusts (EOTs): A more flexible, perpetual trust model for long-term employee benefit. 
• Worker Cooperatives: Businesses owned and democratically controlled by their members. 

Business owners interested in exploring these options can request free, confidential guidance and one-on-one 
counseling through NCEOC’s online portal. Advisors will help owners identify the model that best aligns with their 
business goals and desired timeline. As the program moves forward, the City will promote the initiative to its mailing list 
of over 8,000 small businesses, support partner outreach, and coordinate data sharing on employee ownership 
conversions with NCEOC. These efforts will ensure local businesses have access to education and guidance on 
succession planning and ownership transition options. 

According to NCEOC, Raleigh has about a dozen employee-owned businesses. Employee Ownership Raleigh is a 
long-term strategic initiative, and immediate ownership conversions are not expected due to the complex financial and 
legal processes involved. However,as business owners become more aware of this option and are connected with 
trusted advisors and technical assistance, the City anticipates a small but steady number of ownership 
transitions  each year. 

The initiative will run through the end of 2026, with long-term resources remaining available after the campaign. 
NCEOC will continue offering local and statewide technical assistance, and NCEOC and DAWI will continue monitoring 
employee ownership transitions. The City will continue sharing resources and impact data in its free resources for 
businesses, monthly newsletters, and monthly meetings with over 20 local business alliances and partners. These 
efforts will continue to build awareness and understanding of employee ownership in Raleigh’s business community. 

“Raleigh’s small and legacy businesses are the backbone of our community and a major force behind our growth as a 
vibrant regional hub,” said Mark Weldon, the City of Raleigh’s Small Business Development Manager. “Employee 
ownership opens the door to keeping these businesses locally rooted as they plan for the future.” 

“Employee ownership creates a win-win-win for business owners, employees, and communities,” according to Illa 
Burbank, Executive Director of NCEOC. “For business owners, it's a lasting tribute to their dedication, ensuring the 
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businesses they poured their hearts into continue to thrive and maintain their legacy for generations to come. For our 
employees and communities, employee ownership champions the protection of local jobs, anchors vital businesses 
firmly in their neighborhoods, and fuels a more vibrant and prosperous local economy,” said Illa Burbank.  

Employee Ownership Raleigh is made possible through guidance and support from the Democracy at Work Institute 
(DAWI). Through this initiative, the City of Raleigh joins DAWI’s Employee Ownership Cities program, a growing 
network of U.S. municipalities expanding employee ownership to create more resilient local economies, quality jobs, 
and wealth for workers. “We are excited to partner with the City of Raleigh and the North Carolina Employee 
Ownership Center in making employee ownership an accessible option for small business owners planning retirement 
or transition,” said Zen Trenholm, DAWI’s Senior Director of Employee Ownership Cities and Policy.  
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