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Hotel, restaurant construction
starting at Reynolds Building.
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Team 8 ready site
in Union Cross area

Carolina Investment Properties’ Robin
Team banking that tract near Herbalife
can appeal to major employer.

KATIE ARCIERI, 11

Cone Health enters
insurance business

With emphasis on care management,
health system expects to offer its first
insurance plan by year-end.
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3 themes emerge on
recruitment merger

‘Stars aligning’ on recruitment
structure, but more meetings, with
businesses likely.
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NEXT STEP

Megasite now needs
mega-incentives

As Randolph buys into Liberty
megasite, focus shifts to raising
funds, getting N.C. to ready

incentives package.
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BLESSING in

BY KATIE ARCIERI
karcieri@bizjournals.com
336-370-2913, @TriadBizKatie

In the summer of 2010, Charlie Creech
and seven other longtime airline exec-
utives met inside the terminal building
of Smith Reynolds Airport in Winston-
Salem to work on plans for a startup avi-
ation maintenance business.

“We had great big pieces of paper all
around the room of all the things we had
to get done,” Creech recalled.

There was a growing sense of urgency
among the attendees, which included exec-
utives James McPhail, Tom Chappell, Russ
Kota and Joel Marion. The men knew each
other because they had worked together at
the former Piedmont Airlines, a once prom-
inent carrier that merged with US Airways
in 1989. After that deal closed, some had
gone on to work at a charter airline com-
pany at Smith Reynolds called Pace Airlines.

Now Pace, under different ownership,
had ceased operations in 2009, vacated a
prime hangar facility at the airport and
eliminated about 400 employees.

And Creech wanted the startup to hire
as many of the former employees as pos-

Airplane seats await their turn
to be refurbished at North
State Aviation in Winston-
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Every cloud has a silver lining.
North State Aviation fits that billing.

sible before they found jobs elsewhere.

“We knew we had an abbreviated
amount of time to get this thing going,”
Creech said.

Fast-forward five years, and the
company today known as North State
Aviation employs more than 380 full
time, operates six production mainte-
nance lines for United Airlines, and has
amassed a client list that includes other
major aviation customers.

Airport officials also say the company
has elevated the profile of the 715-acre
airport, which is home to about 99 ten-
ants that collectively employ 1,360.

To have as many as six United Airlines
planes worked on at any given time at
Smith Reynolds speaks to the quality and
integrity of North State Aviation’s oper-
ation, said Thomas McKim, chairman of
the Airport Commission of Forsyth County:

“An operation like United doesn’t
make a decision like that lightly,”
McKim said. “Every one of those aircraft

is worth tens of millions of dollars.”

While raising the profile of Smith
Reymnolds, North State Aviation also has
become one of the region’s most promi-
nent players in the aircraft maintenance
arena. It has added hundreds of jobs to
the burgeoning aviation sector in the Tri-
ad, which is roBm to major companies

— including Hon-
da Aircraft Co. and
HAECO Americas
— that combined
employ thousands
of workers.

Kevin Baker,
executive direc-
tor of the Pied-
mont Triad Inter-
national Airport,
which houses the
headquarters for
both HAECO Americas and Honda, said
North State Aviation is an example of the
local aerospace sector’s “bench strength”

Kevin
Baker
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and adds to its growing pool of aviatio:
mechanics.

“It’s a huge benefit to our area to hav
all of these companies combined tha
collectively have a huge pool of folk
who are involved in this aerospace com
ponent,” Baker said. “I think it’s a furthe
indication of the strength of the aero
space segment in our region.”

Putting together a plan

In 2010, Creech and his colleagues spen
several months lining up support anc
financial backing for North State Avia-
tion. He knew that commercial airlines
were focusing on their core competen-
cies of flying passengers and increasingls
looking to third-party entities for main-
tenance work.

“We all stood back and looked at the
industry and saw that there was a lot of
outsourcing going on, and at some point
there was going to be even more out-
sourcing of maintenance,” said Creech,
also a former executive with Piedmon
Airlines.

Also creating momentum was inter-
est from Piedmont Aviation Component
Services, a tenant at Smith Reynolds Air-
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In the photo on the left, North State Aviation structural technicians Hicham Khazari, left, and Lhadj Noureddin retrofit an airplane wing. In the photo on the right,
Chrissy Stanley reassembles an airplane seatback.

port and a large creditor from the bank-
ruptcy of Pace Airlines that had provided
the company with parts and materials.

“We had (a company) that had some
‘oomph’ behind it to get things going,”
he said.

To help secure investors, they turned
to Greensboro attorney Howard Wil-
liams, who had previously worked with
Creech and some other former Pace Air-
lines executives. Williams took the com-
pany’s business plan to a friend and cli-
ent of his: Al Bodford, president and CEO
of Greensboro-based Epes Carriers. Wil-
liams said his initial thought was to dis-
cuss with Bodford the possibility of get-
ting funds from one of the investment
groups that Bodford is part of.

But Williams said Bodford, who was once
an auditor for Piedmont Airlines, liked the
plan, the concept and the people involved
with North State Aviation so much that
he wanted to become the principal own-
er himself. Bodford's son, Jason Bodford,
president of Greensboro-based Epes Logis-
tics Services, is 2 minority owner.

“He decided, along with his son, to do
the principal investing,” Williams said of
Al Bodford. “The company is doing fine
now but it wouldn’t have gotten there
without his backing and support.”

Al Bodford declined to comment for
this story, other than to say he is very
pleased with the success of North State
Aviation.

As financial support for the busi-
ness grew, Creech and his team mem-
bers decided to call Tom Chappell, a for-
mer executive of Piedmont Airlines they
once worked alongside. Chappell, for-
mer senior director of purchasing and
contracts at Continental Airlines, had
key contacts for new business and just
so happened to be retiring in Winston-
Salem in 2010.

“Tom still had his house here, so Joel
and Russ called Tom and said ‘“Tom, can
we talk about you coming to work with
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Thomas Pereira, left, and Herman Morrison perform engine tests on an airplane

at North State Aviation.

us? I know you just retired and just got
home,’” Creech said. “Tom said ‘well,
boys I've got the moving van right out
here in my front yard; where are ya’'ll
right now? They said, ‘we’re standing in
your driveway.””

“'ll be out in a second,” Chappell
recalled saying.

When he heard about plans for North

State Aviation, Chappell didn’t hesi-
tate to be part of the startup. Chappell
knew he and the rest of the team had
the experience, the knowledge and the
contacts with companies like Continen-
tal to create a business that could employ
hundreds of skilled workers previously
employed by Pace or Piedmont Airlines.

“We all knew what we could do, we

knew what we should do and we had the
opportunity. We had the partnerships,
the backing,” Chappell said. “This was
an opportunity to bring all those good
people back to where they started.”

He and the other men also wanted
the business to be located in the former
Piedmont Airlines building, which had
all the shops and hangars needed for a
startup operation like North State Avia-
tion. It was also a chance to revive a facil-
ity once home to at least 1,500 Piedmont
Airlines employees during its heyday at
Smith Reynolds, Chappell said.

“There’s a little soft spot for this build-
ing,” he said.

Lining up incentives

Before signing any leases, Creech and his
team met with Bob Leak, president of
Winston-Salem Business Inc., and state
officials to help arrange incentives. Leak
was first contacted about the company’s
plans by Williams, the attorney, and met
with company executives looking to start

| the business.

“ went over and met with them and
heard their story,” Leak said. “It was a
very compelling story because they had
deep roots in the industry.”

That initial meeting led to a meeting
with state officials that included the late
Keith Crisco, the former state commerce
secretary, about what the state might be
willing to provide.

The company also was in talks about
potential funding with Dan Gerlach,
president of the Golden Leaf Founda-
tion, who stopped by to take a look at
the former Piedmont Airlines building
that North State Aviation was eyeing. The
vacant building, which was also once
home to Pace Airlines, was an “absolute
mess” at the time, Creech said, adding
that some of the hangar bays were filled
with leaves that rose six feet high. In
fact, it was in such disarray that Gerlach
even stopped Creech and others on a tour
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Hundreds of North State Aviation workers gather in front of a United Airlines
plane at the company’s Smith Reynolds Airport facility in Winston-Salem.
Many of North State Aviation’s employees previously worked at Piedmont
Airlines, a once dominant air carrier.

and asked, “are you sure you want to go
through with this?” Creech said.

Gerlach understood the amount of
work it would take to revive the building.
At the same time, he knew that the start-
up’s leadership had the technical back-
ground to make the company a success,
along with the financial backing. All of
that gave Gerlach some comfort.

“It had risk to it, but it’s Golden Leaf’s
rule to take measured risks,” Gerlach
said.

One of the last pieces of the deal
involved leasing the former Piedmont
Airlines building. Creech knew the com-
pany couldn’t lease the entire facility at
first, so the startup worked out a deal
with the airport for a month-to-month
lease effective Oct. 1, 2010, for three of
the facility’s six hangar bays and some
office space, said Mark Davidson, the air-
port’s director.

In December, the Golden Leaf Foun-
dation awarded a $500,000 grant to the
airport commission to fund tooling and
equipment for North State Aviation.
Also that month, North State achieved
Part 145 repair station certification from
the Federal Aviation Administration that
allowed the company to work on large
Boeing planes including 727s, 737s, 757s
and 767s.

The state had kicked in a $300,000
grant from the One North Carolina Fund.
And the airport commission committed
to providing — either directly or indi-
rectly — about $300,000 worth of facility
improvements including carpet, paint-
ing and office construction, over the
course of four years.

With the incentives approved and an
initial staff of 28 in place, the business
was ready to officially begin in January
2011. And when former Gov. Bev Perdue
made the announcement that North
State Aviation would be creating 308
jobs with an average annual wage north
of $40,000, it was a “real shot of adrena-
line,” said Creech, president of the com-
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An archive photo shows

a Boeing 737 Piedmont
Airlines plane undergoing
maintenance.

FIERBERT S18010ES

The former Piedmont
Airlines facility

pany. “That was the defining moment for
me, that this was it, we are going after it
right now.”

Big break
Like all startups, North State Aviation
went through a period of “tough love”
and measured growth, Creech said.
But the company’s big break came in
2012 when it struck an agreement for a
five-year deal to provide work for Unit-
ed, which merged with Continental in
2010.

“It was a general-terms agreement,”
said Chappell, North State Aviation’s
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vice president of business development.
“There was no specification of how many,
or when. It was just ‘you guys are in busi-
ness and we’d like to continue working
with you.’”

But when the first United Airlines
B737 flew into Smith Reynolds for work
in August 2012, there was a sense of val-
idation for all the players involved.

“We had good customers before Unit-
ed, but when you get something the size
of United to throw your name in the hat
so to speak, we felt like this was another
big moment in our history,” Creech said.

In 2012, United represented only
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25 percent of the company’s business,
Creech said. Today, it represents nearly
100 percent, he said.

“They started giving us onesies and
twosies, then they gave us a line nose to
tail,” Creech said. “At some point in the
partnership, they looked at us and said
‘guys, where do ya’ll want this relation-
ship to go?’ We said ‘we want it to go as
far as you want to take it.”

Business with United and other cus-
tomers grew so much that the airport
executed a long-term agreement with
the company for all six hangar bays and
office space that became effective Jan.
1, 2013, Davidson said. The lease was
amended in May 2014 to include the
majority of the facility and give North
State Aviation a total of 301,189 square
feet.

Davidson said the company’s abili-
ty to grow into the building and pay the
airport commission $1.4 million worth
of rent and utility payments in 2014 has
helped fund staff needs and improve-
ments to infrastructure such as Run-
way 4-22, which recently reopened after
being closed for seven months.

The runway improvements benefit
not only North State Aviation but many
other users at the airport such as Pied-
mont Flight Training, which usually
records around 1,400 operations per
month on the runway, Davidson said.
Besides helping the airport itself, the
company also now employs numer-
ous former Pace and Piedmont Airlines
exécutives, as well as their spouses and
children.

The airport certainly has enough
room for North State Aviation’s contin-
ued growth, with its master plan calling
for another hangar site in the future.

For now, North State Aviation is hap-
py with the space it has. But it’s nice
to know there is room to grow with an
additional hangar if need be, Creech said.

“The good news for us i$ we know it’s
available,” he said.



