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The Charlotte Chamber has been a strong advocate for diversity and inclusion within 
Charlotte’s business community for several years and receives great support from many of 
the city’s largest corporations. One of the more notable efforts began in July 2011 when 
the Charlotte Chamber and the Carolinas Minority Supplier Development Council launched 
the Charlotte Minority Economic Development Initiative (CMEDI). Through this strategic 
partnership, CMEDI pairs minority business enterprises (MBEs) with corporate sponsors with 
the goals of: strengthening corporate supplier diversity programs through training and best-
practice sharing; strengthening MBEs through group capacity-building sessions; and providing 
in-depth, individual assessments for effective business development and growth.

In its first two years, CMEDI has been highly successful. During Phase I, 16 MBEs and 14 
corporations participated, resulting in 69 introductions/referrals, 37 RFPs/RFQs, and 43 
contracts awarded, valued at $12.7 million. This phase of the initiative also created 295 job 
opportunities. The MBE participants receive training in strategic planning, marketing, taxes and 
tax planning, business development, and formation of joint ventures and strategic alliances. 
Phase II is underway and has 18 MBEs and 13 corporations participating, with 36 contracts 
awarded, valued at more than $15 million.

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 & 2010 decennial censuses, chamber projections (2014-2018)
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If you have a conversation with several 
different people who live in Charlotte or 
who have visited recently and ask them 
to describe the city, you will likely hear at 
least a few of the following terms repeated: 
clean, friendly, welcoming, vibrant, 
cosmopolitan. Then if you ask them to 
elaborate, you will hear sentiments such as: 
good weather, great amenities, low cost 
of living, easy to get plugged in, a big city 
with small-town charm. 

With that kind of word of mouth, people 
are quickly realizing that Charlotte is where 
they want to be. The U.S. Census Bureau 
reported in 2012 that among urban areas 
— defined as densely developed residential 
and commercial areas — with populations 
of at least 1 million people, the Charlotte 
area had the fastest-growing population 
over the last decade (2000 to 2010). 

Yes, people are moving here in droves, 
and they are bringing with them great 
talent, diverse cultures and a wealth of 
experiences that truly make this a New 
South city. Newcomers choose Charlotte 
as the place to start or raise families, begin 
or continue careers, and launch or expand 
businesses. All of these things go hand in 
hand, and they are made possible by the 
opportunities here in the Queen City. Local 
business, government and community 
leaders work together for the betterment 
of the city, as they have for years, and this 
collaborative spirit has fueled the city’s 
growth and appeal.

Charlotte’s population surge over the 
last decade — a growth of 32 percent 
— was led by a 65 percent increase in 
the nonwhite population. As a result, the 
overall minority population is 45 percent 
and is projected to become the majority 
(surpassing 50 percent) in 2016. 

African-Americans, Hispanics, Asians, 
Indians and other ethnic groups have 
made Charlotte their home for a number 
of reasons. This diversity is instrumental 
to the city’s vibrancy and can be found in 
all areas, including local neighborhoods 
and schools, dining and nightlife, arts and 
culture, elected bodies and government 
agencies, and religious traditions and 
places of worship. And, perhaps most 
importantly, diversity is embraced and 
supported throughout Charlotte’s 
economic sector.

Seven Fortune 500 companies are 
headquartered in the Charlotte area, 
with annual revenues ranging from about 
$5 billion to more than $100 billion. Plus, 
more than half of the companies on the 
Fortune 500 list — 291 to be exact —
have at least one facility here, including 
several that have made Charlotte the 
hub for either their East Coast or regional 
operations. There are also several 
privately held companies headquartered 
here with annual revenues in excess of 
$2 billion. In fact, Charlotte is home to 
27 companies with more than $1 billion 
in annual sales. 

Representing a broad range of industries, 
from financial services, energy and 
health care to manufacturing and 
retail, these large companies have 
made diversity and inclusion a part of 
their corporate culture and core values. 
This inclusiveness benefits the tens of 
thousands of people the companies 
employ as well as the hundreds of 
locally owned small businesses that see 
their bottom lines enhanced through 
contracts and partnerships. A number of 
minority-owned businesses can attest to 
having lucrative relationships with major 
corporations as diverse suppliers.

Diversity and inclusion are not simply tools 
large corporations in Charlotte use to 
meet quotas. These companies are truly 
committed to providing opportunities 
to employees and business owners who 
are as diverse as the populations in the 
communities they do business. Whether 
Charlotte’s minority-owned businesses 
employ five people or 500, they are 
equally vital to the local economy and 
success of the city.

Who best to convey the importance of 
diversity and inclusion than the people who 
make up Charlotte’s progressive business 
community? From the city’s top executives, 
representing multibillion corporations, 
to minority business owners who built 
successful companies in Charlotte from the 
ground up, all discovered that this city is a 
great place to live and do business.

Diversity in Charlotte
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Tiffany Eubanks-Saunders, senior 
vice president and enterprise 
services executive, Bank of America
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The Bank of America Corporate Center has 
defined the uptown Charlotte skyline for 
two decades. Standing at 60 stories, it is 
the tallest building between Philadelphia 
and Atlanta. That is a large number of cities 
(and states) to span with that distinction, 
and you would likely find an even larger 
cross-section of the country represented in 
the many business professionals who bustle 
along the streets in front of the company’s 
headquarters. 

Inside the Bank of America tower, Tiffany 
Eubanks-Saunders is a bit of an anomaly. It 
is not a reflection of the work she does for 
the nation’s second-largest bank — she is 
a senior vice president and the enterprise 
services executive — but it is because 
Eubanks-Saunders is a native Charlottean. 
It sometimes makes for great fodder 
among her team when they discuss how 
the natives are greatly outnumbered by 
the transplants who call this city home. 
Many of them are among the 15,000 
people employed by Bank of America in the 
Charlotte area.

“I think it says a lot about the Charlotte 
market, that you have so many people who 
have roots in other parts of the country, 
who have made the intentional decision 
to relocate and grow their families here,” 
Eubanks-Saunders says.

She helps lead the company’s commitment 
to supplier diversity in the many cities 
around the country where the company has 
employees and does business. In Charlotte, 
some of the many diverse suppliers that 
provide products and services to Bank of 
America include the woman-owned firm 
Bantra Corporation, a specialized direct mail 
and fulfillment company. 

“From a corporate social responsibility 
perspective, we’re committed to ensuring 
that in the diverse communities where we 
operate, that we also provide economic 
development,” Eubanks-Saunders says. 
“So in our efforts to ensure that small and 
diverse businesses are thriving and growing 
within those communities, it’s also revenue

generation for those businesses, which 
usually translates into incremental job 
opportunities.”

Bank of America is consistently recognized 
as a corporate leader in diversity and 
inclusion. For several years in a row, it 

has ranked as one of Black Enterprise 
magazine’s “Best Companies for Diversity,” 
which annually profiles the 40 best from 
1,000 publicly traded U.S. companies, 
surveying them for diversity in employee 
base, senior management, board of 
directors and suppliers. The company 
has also received similar honors from  
DiversityInc., Diversity MBA, Hispanic 
Business and Latina Style magazines, 
among others. The Women’s Business 
Enterprise National Council also recently

recognized the company for the 11th year 
in a row as a top corporation for women’s 
business enterprises.

Accolades such as those reinforce that 
Bank of America is a great place to work. 
And first-hand experience often gives 
an additional nod to the city where the 
multinational company is headquartered.

“I have many teammates who work for 
the company and have built their careers 
in other parts of the country,” Eubanks-
Saunders says. “Even when they’ve retired, 
they purchase homes here and settle down 
because they’ve had the opportunity to 
visit Charlotte for business purposes and 
have really liked the community and liked 
the city.”

5Diversity in Charlottecharlottechamber.com

Home Grown 
Whether you are a newcomer or native, Charlotte is home

Bank of America’s Four Areas of 
Focus in Diversity and Inclusion

 Recruiting and retaining diverse talent.
  Maintaining relationships with diverse 

suppliers.
  Offering products and services to meet  

the diverse needs of customers.
  Philanthropy supporting underserved 

communities.
 
For more details, visit bankofamerica.com/
diversity.

[ BANK OF AMERICA ]

Advice for Companies Considering 
Relocating to Charlotte

“Go for it, and definitely make the 
investment. Charlotte would be one 
of the safer bets out of all of the cities 
in the U.S. for relocating. And hit the 
ground running, get engaged with the 
chamber early on, be very inquisitive 
about key leaders and mentor 
programs that the chamber offers.” 

~ Tiffany Eubanks-Saunders

Largest Employers in the Region
Carolinas HealthCare System 32,500

Wells Fargo Company 22,000

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools 18,143

Wal-Mart Stores Inc. 16,100

Bank of America 15,000

Lowe’s Companies Inc. 12,960

Novant Health 11,000

American Airlines 9,900

Harris Teeter 8,239

Duke Energy Corp. 7,800

Source:  Charlotte Chamber Major Employer’s 
Directory, 2014
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Francisco Alvarado had lived in a few 
different countries by the time his job 
brought him to Charlotte for a two-year 
assignment in 1995. He was supposed to 
return to Germany after his work here was 
done, but he became fond of Charlotte.

“We had two little boys at the time, five 
and two years old,” Alvarado says. “The 
environment for raising a family and 
starting a business was great — and is 
great. In addition, you had the bonus of the 
wonderful weather.”

With a background in engineering, experience 
in management for a large corporation and 
fluency in three languages (Spanish, German 
and English), Alvarado decided to go into 
business for himself. He recognized the 
construction boom taking place in Charlotte, 
and in 1999 he established Marand Builders, 
Inc., a general contractor firm. 

Initially, his company focused on 
residential projects and found success. 
Then, after a few years, he began 
eyeing the lucrative side of commercial 
construction. His big break came in 
2005 when Wells Fargo (then known 
as Wachovia) recruited his services as a 
diverse supplier, giving his company its 
first commercial building contract.

“They gave me a chance to perform,” 
Alvarado says. “And once they opened 
the door, I’ve been able to keep the door 
open through performance. The key is to 
be able to find that one person, that one 
organization to give you the chance to 
prove to them, to show them. I was lucky 
to be able to find a partner and client 
like Wells Fargo, and the people within 
the organization who support diversity as 
well as trying to give a chance to smaller 
companies.”

The first project Alvarado and Marand Builders 
did for Wells Fargo was building a new bank 
branch in Charlotte’s Mountain Island Lake 
area in 2005. He soon gained more work 
and larger projects from the company, which 
helped establish him as major player in the 
Charlotte construction industry. Marand 
Builders’ revenue has been growing by about 
20 percent a year, Alvarado says. And 2011 
was the company’s most lucrative year to date, 
when it earned $27 million in revenue, thanks 
largely to a contract it received to convert 
about 160 Wachovia bank branches to Wells 
Fargo in multiple states.

“With the start we’ve had in Charlotte and 
the relationships we’ve developed because 
of Wells Fargo, we continue to pursue the 
financial industry and are currently servicing 
six other banks,” Alvarado says. “We’ve been 
able to expand our area of operations not only 
in the Carolinas but through the Southeast.”

[ MARAND BUILDERS ]

Opening the Door
Landing a contract with Wells Fargo helped a Charlotte construction company become a major player

Francisco Alvarado, CEO and 
owner, Marand Builders
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There are networks in the technological 
fields, and then there are networks in the 
relationship sense. Louis Romero has built a 
successful business utilizing both.

Through Network Cabling Systems, a 
company Romero started in 1990 in 
Charlotte “with $200 and an idea,” he 
currently employs 40 people at his main 
office, located at Whitehall Technology Park. 
The company specializes in voice and data 
cabling, primarily in commercial construction 
projects, doing everything from design and 
implementation to support. 

Network Cabling Systems has built an 
impressive list of clients in Charlotte and 
throughout the Carolinas, including 
Mecklenburg County (the company’s first 
client 23 years ago), the city of Charlotte, 
Food Lion, Bank of America, Wells Fargo, 

Continental Tire and BMW. Romero says 
a key to the growth of his company was 
something he found out about three years 
after he started the business: minority 
business enterprise (MBE) certification.

“It came by way of a public project, the 
Charlotte Convention Center, that was 
being built at the time,” Romero says. “They 
wanted to include some MBEs — I didn’t 
even know what an MBE was. A mentor 
told me what it was. Since then, where I 
used to be a second-tier contractor, now 
I’m a tier-one contractor. It’s through these 
relationships that we’ve seen the growth of 
our business over the years.”

Romero also had the foresight to diversify 
his business in other ways. “At one time we 
were just a cabling infrastructure company, 
and while that is still the biggest piece of 

our business, we’re also offering voice over 
IP telephone systems, surveillance cameras, 
we’re offering design services. We had to 
improvise through some of the downturn of 
the economy, but at the end of the day it’s 
been a good thing because we’ve broadened 
our scope of services and offerings.”

[ NETWORK CABLING SYSTEMS ]

Network to Get Work
Diverse supplier makes the most of his opportunities and relationships

Louis Romero, owner, 
Network Cabling Systems

Charlotte and Thriving Diversity

“It’s a progressive city, a growing city, 
and diversity and inclusion are alive and 
well in Charlotte. A lot of my customers, 
I meet with on a monthly basis through 
a program at the Charlotte Chamber, 
called CMEDI — Charlotte Minority 
Economic Development Initiative. 
They’re for real. They’re finding ways to 
help minority-owned businesses.”

~ Louis Romero
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Charlotte is home to the largest electric 
power holding company in the United 
States, Duke Energy, which has more than 
57,000 megawatts of electric generating 
capacity in six states. The nearly 100-year-
old company has long been a leader in the 
energy sector, but it officially became the 
biggest when it completed a merger in July 
2012 with Progress Energy.

“It’s one thing to say, hey, we’re the biggest 
— being the biggest is cool — but being the 
best is a completely different thing,” says 
Brett Carter, senior vice president and chief 
distribution officer at Duke Energy. “We 
strive to be the best.” 

Carter was promoted to his current role in 
February 2013, and prior to that he served 
as president of Duke Energy North Carolina 
for four years, where he was responsible 
for advancing the company’s regulatory 
initiatives and managing governmental 
relations, economic development and 
community affairs. Through his leadership in 
the company, he honed his views on what it 
takes to be the best. 

“I think in order for you to be the best, 
everybody has to believe you’re the best,” 
he says. “You can’t have a single group of 
people saying ‘they’re the best,’ but you’ve 
got another group saying, ‘yeah, but they 
don’t believe in diversity’ or ‘they don’t 
support initiatives that are inclusive of all 
people and all businesses.’ We want to be 
the leader in our industry.”

Carter names several Charlotte-based 
companies that are doing great work 
for Duke Energy for its supplier diversity 
program. One in particular is ZAPATA, an 
architectural-engineering and field services 
firm with its corporate headquarters in 
Charlotte. ZAPATA has been hired by Duke 
Energy to help it permanently shut down its 
Crystal River nuclear power plant in Florida. 
A huge task and “billion-dollar decision,” as 
Carter points out.

“I think a lot of times when people hear 
‘diverse firms,’ they think we’re talking 

about firms that need help, or are small,” 
Carter adds. “We’re talking about firms like 
Zapata that bring value to the table. Once 
you open your mind to that kind of thinking, 
you really do create a lot of opportunities for 
your own company.”

Brett Carter was the 2013 chair of the 
Charlotte Chamber Board of Directors  
and Executive Committee.

Energized to Be the Best 
Bigger is only better when companies are committed to core values

[ DUKE ENERGY ]

Diverse Leadership in Charlotte

“One thing I absolutely love about 
Charlotte is I can reach across 
industries and touch a major player, 
a diverse player in almost every major 
corporation that’s here. I look at all 
the diversity we have in this city, and 
those are people in the pipelines 
making decisions about these 
companies. And they represent a face 
to the community for all these major 
companies that are sitting right here. 
I don’t recall having these kind of 
players at major corporations at any 
other city I’ve lived in.”

~ Brett Carter

Supplier Diversity Certification

Duke Energy has a strong commitment 
to diversity and inclusion. It encourages 
businesses that are owned by minorities, 
women and veterans that are seeking to 
gain contracts with the utility company 
to get supplier diversity certification from 
organizations such as:

  National Minority Supplier Development 
Council (NMSDC).

  Women’s Business Enterprise National 
Council (WBENC).

  Small Business Administration (SBA).
  National Women Business Owners 

Corporation (NWBOC).

For more details, visit duke-energy.com/
diversity.

Largest Foreign Firms in  
the Charlotte Region

Foreign-Born in Mecklenburg County

Born in United States 85.0%
Foreign born 13.9%

World Region of Birth of Foreign Born

Total foreign-born population 128,731
Latin America 51.2%
Asia 27.1%
Europe 11.1%
Africa 8.6%
Northern America 1.6%
Oceania 0.3%

Citizenship Status of Foreign Born

Naturalized U.S. citizen 32.7%
Not a U.S. citizen 67.3%

Source: American Community Survey 2009-2013 
5-year Estimates, U.S. Census

Company Emp. Country

Food Lion LLC 7,895 Belgium

Daimler Trucks 3,021 Germany

Ingersoll Rand 2,080 Ireland

Schaeffler Group 1,850 Germany

HMS Host 1,030 Italy

Compass Group 1,026 U.K.

Maersk Inc. 1,000 Denmark

Siemens Energy 900 Germany

Legrand/Pass & Seymour 800 France

Resolute Forest Products 800 Canada

Electrolux 750 Sweden

AXA Equitable 700 France

Holiday Inn 606 U.K.

Pilgrim’s 590 Brazil

Accenture 575 Ireland

AREVA NP (UP) 560 France

Capgemini 550 France

Source: Charlotte Chamber International Review 
database
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Brett Carter, senior vice 
president and chief distribution 
officer, Duke Energy
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Americans have been engaged in a sushi 
craze for several years. We enjoy those rolled 
delicacies, purchasing them in supermarkets 
and restaurants. With its origins in Asia and 
dominance in Japan, sushi has become a 
multibillion-dollar industry in the U.S. 

When Philip Maung immigrated to this 
country in 1989, he had very little money 
but a large dream for a better life. Living 
in Los Angeles, he saw sushi begin to gain 
popularity in California during the early 
1990s, so he was determined to learn the 
business side of it. He soon realized that 
strong interest in sushi had not quite spread 
to the East Coast, so he started researching 
cities for the right place to move to. 

Maung picked Charlotte because of the 
appeal of the financial industry, and in 
1998 he established Hissho Sushi in his 
living room. Fifteen years later, he runs 

Hissho Sushi from its 46,000-square-foot 
corporate headquarters in Charlotte’s Steele 
Creek area.

“Our main product is sushi, but we keep 
innovating,” Maung says.

At the Charlotte headquarters, Hissho Sushi 
employs about 60 people in the areas of 
sales, marketing, accounting, operations, 
IT, supply chain and more. The building also 
houses a training facility, test kitchen and 
warehouse. Additionally, Hissho hires a large 
number of chefs who go through intense 
training here before they are dispersed 
to one of the more than 400 sushi bars 
and kiosks the company operates inside 
supermarkets, airports, restaurants, and 
other public and corporate places around 
the country. In the Charlotte area, you 
can find Hissho Sushi inside Concord Mills 
Mall, Carolinas Medical Center, Dean & 

DeLuca, Cosmos Café, Charlotte Douglas 
International Airport and more.

Beyond the food he sells there, Charlotte’s 
airport is especially important to Maung’s 
business.

“We have easy access to the airport, and 
can get direct flights to anywhere,” he says. 
“I travel a lot, at least once a week — I 
just came back from Asia last week, and 
tomorrow I go to Florida, then Chicago, 
then D.C. I meet with prospective clients, 
suppliers, employees. We also go to see the 
new and exciting concepts at food shows 
and restaurant shows.”

Of the many things Maung says he likes 
about living and doing business in Charlotte, 
there is one in particular that stands above 
the rest: “There’s no way you can beat the 
Southern hospitality.”

[ HISSHO SUSHI ]

Rolling From the South 
Sushi company grew from a living room office to corporate headquarters in Charlotte

Philip Maung, president 
and CEO, Hissho Sushi



The plethora of entertainment, cultural 
arts, dining, and recreational activities and 
attractions in Charlotte has made this city 
a vibrant place to live and visit. These all 
culminate in a local hospitality industry 
that generates more than $4 billion a 
year, employing tens of thousands of 
people and serving as a significant source 
of revenue for thousands of Charlotte 
businesses.

SREE Hotels has benefitted significantly 
from that vitality. The Charlotte-based hotel 
company owns and operates 13 hotels in 
the local market (comprising more than 
1,500 rooms), part of its portfolio of more 
than 30 hotels in North Carolina, South 
Carolina, Virginia and Maryland. Even with 
SREE’s expansion along the East Coast, 
Charlotte continues to be its signature 
market, thanks largely to the city’s growth 
over the last 10 to 15 years.

“The growth in Charlotte has been 
tremendous,” says Vinay Patel, president 
and CEO of SREE Hotels. “There’s been the 

emergence of Center City, the emergence 
of other parts like Ballantyne, the University 
City area, and going out into Mecklenburg 
County like in the Lake Norman and 
Huntersville areas. You’ve seen Charlotte 
as a city grow, and for us in the business 
we’re in, it made a whole lot of sense [to 
expand].”

And while Patel points out several large 
visitor attractions that have been built in 
Charlotte since 2005, such as the U.S. 
National Whitewater Center, NASCAR Hall 
of Fame and Levine Center for the Arts, 
he contends that the hospitality industry 
also owes much of its growth to the robust 
industries in Charlotte where people work, 
not just play.

“One of the biggest things that’s 
happened here has been the diversification 
of industries in Charlotte,” he says. “For 
the longest time, all people knew us for 
was banking. Now we’ve got other huge 
industries here: energy is huge here, health 
care is huge here, technology is getting 

big here. So the emergence of industries 
within our region has helped fuel the 
economic advancements that have come 
about in the past few years.”

charlottechamber.com Diversity in Charlotte 11

Come One, Come All

“My family is of Indian heritage, and 
when we first moved here there was 
one temple in town. But now there are 
other temples being created here — 
same thing with the Jewish community, 
and with the Koreans, the Chinese and 
the Hispanic community. We’ve got 
our own little melting pot here. The 
embracement was already there, but 
there’s also got to be a reason for people 
to come other than ‘there are people 
like me.’ It’s got to be the opportunities 
that are available, and over time with 
everything that’s happened, Charlotte 
has created the opportunities where 
people will move here, from all over the 
country and all over the world.”

~ Vinay Patel

[ SREE HOTELS ]

Thank You for Visiting 
The hospitality industry in Charlotte has a multibillion-dollar economic impact

Vinay Patel, president 
and CEO, SREE Hotels
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As the second-largest employer in the 
Charlotte area, Wells Fargo plays not only 
a vital role in the city’s economy but also 
in its quality of life. Charlotte is the East 
Coast headquarters for the San Francisco-
based bank, and as varied as the Bay Area 
is from the Queen City, so is the diversity of 
the people who lead the company and the 
communities they serve.

Epitomizing how important diversity and 
inclusion is to Wells Fargo is the fact that 
the bank’s Enterprise Diversity and Inclusion 
Council is chaired by none other than John 
Stumpf, chairman and CEO of the company, 
which employs approximately 265,000 
people worldwide, including 22,000 in the 
Charlotte area. The Enterprise Diversity and 
Inclusion Council is comprised of Wells Fargo 
employees who make recommendations to 
the executive management team to help 
ensure the company is achieving measurable 
progress in diversity.

Regina Edwards, senior vice president and 
head of supplier diversity at Wells Fargo, 
says this approach helps ensure diversity 
strategies are taken seriously within the 
company.

“World-class supplier diversity programs 
need to have that tone set by the CEO at 
the top,” Edwards says. “Diversity at Wells 
Fargo is not just diversity for numbers’ sake 
– it’s about creating an inclusive culture. It’s 
about ensuring that when we sit around the 
table, and we talk about how the business 
is growing and what options we have from 
a business perspective, that we’re getting 
input from a wide array of experienced 
professional, very capable and diverse 
individuals.”

Edwards joined Wells Fargo in February 
of 2014 with three main goals in mind: 
growing the supplier diversity program, 
integrating more closely with the business 
and external partners, and ensuring a well-
managed program. “When I was making 
my decision to come onboard, I really 
looked to what sort of supplier development 
opportunities Wells Fargo was affording 
to diverse and small businesses. And we 

have a number of programs that have been 
very effective.” Leaders of Change, which 
helps to develop suppliers and encourage 
entrepreneurship, is a prime example.

The Charlotte that Edwards returned to after 
beginning her career here looks considerably 
different. “I spent some time earlier in 
my career in Charlotte, but the Charlotte 
that I came back to is vastly different – the 
museums and the wonderful restaurants 
and all of the sports options. It’s a bustling 
uptown area. It’s good to be here.”

Edwards believes that diversity plays a crucial 
role in attracting companies to Charlotte. 
U.S. Census Bureau projections predict a 
nationwide demographic shift over the next 
50 years. “When we think about where 
those diverse populations are going to be 
concentrated, it’s my sense that it is going 
to be in some of our key urban areas – 
your Atlantas, your LAs, your New Yorks. 
And I visibly see people really considering 
Charlotte as one of those key places to be 
– from an industry perspective, as well as 
access to amenities and proximity to friends 
and family.” 

   
To support the growth of diverse and 
small businesses that comes along with an 
increasingly diverse population, supplier 
diversity programs are crucial. “Wells Fargo 
has a high degree of commitment to 
diversity and to supplier diversity, so I’m very 
excited about the strategy that we have in 
place, about the opportunities that we’re 
affording to diverse and small businesses 
to develop relationships with us in new 
ways. And I think it’s just going to be a very 
exciting time as we grow forward.”

From the Top Down 
It is evident that diversity is a corporate priority when top execs are involved

[ WELLS FARGO ]

Advice for Companies Considering 
Relocating to Charlotte

“Charlotte is a very attractive place to 
be. If you’re coming here new, get to 
know the community, network with 
individuals to have a great perspective 
on what’s happening in Charlotte and 
get engaged.”

~ Regina Edwards

Wells Fargo’s Leaders of Change

Through its Leaders of Change program, 
Wells Fargo strives to build relationships 
within the communities it serves 
through the development, inclusion and 
utilization of certified minority, women, 
disadvantaged and small business 
enterprises (MWDSBEs). The Leaders of 
Change program has two key initiatives:

  Supplier Development: In communities  
where Wells Fargo does business, the 
company aims to develop the capacity 
of diverse suppliers by helping them to 
enhance their business and strategic 
plans, strengthening their executive 
presence, retooling their competitive 
position and more. 

  Emerging Entrepreneur: Wells Fargo 
contributes to the growth of the next 
generation of MWDSBEs by partnering 
with external organizations to educate 
youth about the principles and values 
of entrepreneurship through coaching, 
mentoring, networking and an 
entrepreneurship curriculum. 

For more information on supplier diversity 
at Wells Fargo, please visit wellsfargo.com/
about/diversity/supplierdiversity/overview.
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Regina Edwards, senior 
vice president and head of 
supplier diversity, Wells Fargo
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Among the many factors that have fueled 
Charlotte’s population growth over the last 
decade has been the city’s appeal to 20- 
and 30-somethings. Charlotte continuously 
places high on rankings of the best cities 
for young people, including being scored 
by CareerBliss as fourth on its list of the 
“Happiest Cities for Young Professionals.” 

Cy Kennedy was young when he moved to 
Charlotte — very young, actually. He was 
just a kid when his family moved here in 
the 1980s. He enjoyed growing up here, 
and when his father, Ray Kennedy, started 
a company, American Product Distributors, 
Inc., in 1992, the young Kennedy spent 
summers working there during high school 
and while on breaks during college.  

Kennedy got his bachelor’s degree from 
Morehouse College in Atlanta, followed by 
his MBA at Wake Forest University. He then 
spent a few years working in corporate and 
investment banking and lived in Texas for a 
while. By the time he returned to Charlotte 
and began working at the family business as 
senior vice president in 2002, his hometown 
was becoming a dynamic place for his age 
group.

“I’ve had a chance to see Charlotte in several 
different stages of my life,” Kennedy says. 
“There are a ton of business opportunities 
here for young professionals because the city 
is growing, and because there are businesses 
here that are large and growing and they 
need talent. It’s a great place to start a career. 
And even now for me as a parent, it’s a great 
place to raise a family.”

While Kennedy is raising a young family, the 
profile of his family’s business has also been 
raised — significantly over the last 21 years. 
He is now president of American Product 
Distributors, and his father continues to 
lead the company as CEO. APD started with 
three employees and today has more than 
50 people working out of its 50,000-square-
foot headquarters. And while it began as 
a company primarily selling copier paper, it 
has expanded to full-service procurement, 
providing a wide range of office supplies, 
industrial products and corporate identity 

merchandise, as well as cost-saving solutions 
to businesses around the country.

“We started with one customer (Bank 
of America) and now we have over 100 
different accounts,” Kennedy says. “A lot of 
it is due to the opportunities you can get in 
a place like Charlotte, that’s growing, that 
has a lot of large corporate headquarters, 
which gives entrepreneurs access to business 
opportunities.”

American Product Distributors has received 
numerous accolades, including being 
recognized as a top 10 veteran-owned 
business by DiversityBusiness.com and 
ranking in the “BE 100,” Black Enterprise 
magazine’s annual list of the 100 largest 
black-owned businesses in the country. 

[ AMERICAN PRODUCT DISTRIBUTORS ]

Opportunities to Grow 
Young professionals find Charlotte a desirable place to live and build careers

Quality of Life in Charlotte

“I have friends who live in different 
parts of the country and they come 
visit from time to time, and they’re 
often pleasantly surprised by the 
quality of life here. Everything, from as 
simple as the weather — having four 
seasons and a lot of sunshine — to 
things like being able to own a house 
with a yard your kids can play in, and 
having access to urban amenities 
like pro sports, museums and good 
restaurants. That balance is one of the 
things I like best about Charlotte. And 
my friends from out of town always 
comment about that.”

~ Cy Kennedy

Cy Kennedy, president, 
American Product Distributors
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Rickey Hart was running his own 
personnel consulting business in 
Washington, D.C., primarily focused on 
providing staffing for companies. While 
attending a Congressional Black Caucus 
event in 1995, he met a gentleman — 
“a black guy wearing a three-piece suit, 
black cowboy hat and black cowboy 
boots” — who owned a petroleum 
company. He introduced Hart to the 
growing natural gas industry, and after 
a few years learning the ropes, Hart co-
founded a small firm called NDR Energy 
Group in 2000. 

NDR was growing each year, but Hart says 
he soon found the business opportunities 
in his hometown of D.C. to be limited. He 
began looking to relocate. 

“I had an opportunity to visit Charlotte 
and I became impressed,” Hart says. “The 
environment is very conducive to small 

business development. If you want to 
put forth the effort to build a business, 
Charlotte is a good place to do it.” 
So in January 2006, Hart and his company 
moved to Charlotte, “and NDR blew up,” 
he says. Today, the company markets and 
sells natural gas to commercial, industrial, 
municipal, investor-owned utilities and 
governmental entities around the country. 
NDR generated $79 million in sales in 2011, 
and currently has contracts with nearly 40 
utility companies. 

“We supply gas to every major urban 
center in America, on both coasts and 
both borders,” Hart says. “Here locally, 
we [supply] to Duke Energy and Piedmont 
Natural Gas.”

Hart is now NDR’s chief development 
officer, and in that role he helps identify 
new markets and energy products for 
the company. Ken Harris, a longtime 
Charlotte attorney and businessman, serves 
as president and CEO. NDR is routinely 
recognized as one of the top minority-owned 
businesses in the country, including being 
listed as one of the “Top Ten Growth Leaders 
for 2012” by Black Enterprise magazine. 

[ NDR ENERGY GROUP ]

[ CONCLUSION ]

Relocation and 
Gratification
Energy firm moves its headquarters to  
Charlotte and experiences record growth

Since Relocating to Charlotte

“We’ve had our most successful years 
here in Charlotte, and also some of 
the most innovative. We’ve been 
exposed to so many new and different 
opportunities. With the new energy 
technology in Charlotte, so many 
international companies are starting to 
make their headquarters here. So NDR 
has been able to take advantage of that, 
and it was the most perfect place that 
we needed to be. It just opened up to us 
so many new areas as far as accessibility 
to new clients for the sale of natural gas 
and the rest of the products we offer.”

~ Rickey Hart

Charlotte is poised to continue to be 
one of the most desirable cities in the 
country. As the population increases, 
both from individuals looking to put 
down roots and companies relocating 
here and bringing their staffs, 
newcomers are met with Southern 
hospitality and urban amenities. The 
diversity in the people coming here is 
matched by the variety of opportunities 
they are able to take advantage of. And, 
the welcoming nature and inclusive 
spirit of the city afford many cultures 
the chance to make their mark as they 
make this place their home. Homes 
range from houses located in beautiful 
and affordable neighborhoods along 
tree-lined streets to new condo towers 
and luxury apartments that continue to 
expand the skyline. 

The city’s infrastructure is forward-
looking with extensions to an already 
lauded transit system — from buses to 
light rail to streetcar — along with a 
network of highways and interstates that 
rivals any major metropolitan area and 
an airport that is one of the best in the 
country. It is easy to get here and equally 
convenient to get around once here.

The business community is instrumental 
to this all, led by some of the most 
accomplished executives at major 
corporations. It is also energized by a 
wealth of young and emerging talent, 
bringing their bright ideas to established 
companies or venturing out on their own 
with innovative startups. Plus, there are 
the many small business owners who 
are both propelling the local economy 
and benefitting from it. And among 
these players — big and small — you are 
certain to find your cultures and ideals 
represented.

Rickey Hart, co-founder and 
chief development officer, 
NDR Energy Group
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