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Incubating Community Success  

The Valdosta-Lowndes Chamber of Commerce has called the Barber House “home” since 1981. 
During the past 34 years, many programs and initiatives that benefit Valdosta and Lowndes 
County have started in the Barber House. Such initiatives include Leadership Lowndes, the 
Valdosta-Lowndes Development Authority, the Valdosta-Lowndes County Conference Center & 
Tourism Authority, the Red Carpet of South Georgia and the Lowndes County Bird 
Supper, continue to flourish and remain a positive and integral part of the community. 
 
“The Barber House is not only home to the Chamber,” said Ron Borders, chairman of the 
Valdosta-Lowndes Chamber of Commerce Board of Directors. “Over the years, the Barber 
House has been home to a number of essential organizations in our community – organizations 
which were developed and nurtured by this Chamber and have grown even stronger on their 
own.”  

Leadership Lowndes:  

Leadership Lowndes was established by the Valdosta-Lowndes County Chamber of Commerce 
in 1988. The program was developed and implemented by community members with a passion 
and vision for the growth and development of leaders in Lowndes County.  

“In the late 1980s, community leaders in Valdosta and Lowndes County decided we needed a 
leadership program as other communities had and were implementing,” said Larry Hanson, 
Valdosta City manager and Leadership Lowndes charter member and past president. “Tess Price 
Cox was a dynamic professional actively involved with our Chamber of Commerce at the time, 
and she was selected to visit other communities, the Georgia Chamber and Leadership Georgia 
to examine programs and to design one for our community. “  

Leadership Lowndes remained under the guidance of the Chamber until 2000 when it became a 
stand-alone organization.  

“Amazingly, the program remains much the same today as it was created 26 years ago—a 
testament to the outstanding research and planning that went into development of this important 
community leadership tool, as well as the support of the Chamber and other community 
organizations in the initial program-building years,” said Hanson. “ It is impressive today to see 
how many former Leadership Lowndes participants have used the program as a springboard to 
serve our community in leadership roles in various organizations, political offices, board 
leadership, community service and non-profit service. “  

Since the first Leadership Lowndes Class began in 1989, more than 800 business, civic, and 
community leaders have graduated.  



"Leadership Lowndes has an enduring legacy of strengthening emerging and existing leaders for 
community development, a 27-year old tradition built by the 800 alumni who have come through 
the program to impact our community," said Joe Belson, 2015 Leadership Lowndes president.  
"Over the years, we have improved the program with such things as the formation of the 
Lowndes Youth Leadership League in 1999, the community service projects in 2007 and other 
organizational improvements, all of which have paved the way for others to be enriched by the 
common goal of serving this great community."  

Valdosta-Lowndes Development Authority  

In 1960, the Chamber formed the Valdosta-Lowndes County Industrial Authority through an 
amendment to the Georgia State Constitution. Comprised of board members representing 
Lowndes County and the City of Valdosta, the authority served as the Chamber’s industrial 
recruitment arm.  

The Industrial Authority was housed in the Chamber’s Barber House until 1997 and then moved 
to a downtown Valdosta location. Several years later, the authority began leasing a larger facility 
on Patterson Street.  

On July 15, 2014, members of the authority adopted the new name Valdosta-Lowndes 
Development Authority and the following day cut the ribbon officially opening the new office 
located at 103 Roosevelt Drive.  

According to Andrea Schruijer, executive director of the Valdosta-Lowndes Development 
Authority, the new name accurately reflects the overall scope of work in today’s marketplace.  

“We do more than develop industrial parks and offer incentives,” she said. “Fundamentally our 
operations are the same but with a more comprehensive approach to economic development. We 
now have existing industry programs, which help retain existing industries and provide 
opportunities for expansions, foreign direct investment and financial support and workforce 
opportunities.”  

According to Schruijer, the new building is in a more strategic location. “There are many times 
when prospective companies visit us and may only be here an hour to discuss relocations or 
expansions. This building allows prospects to see that there is a lot of growth here in Valdosta. 
From the Valdosta State University Health Sciences and Business Administration Building, 
South Georgia Medical Center expansions, new professional mixed-use office developments, a 
middle school, parks and other quality of life aspects…all are very important for prospects to see 
when visiting a community.”  

Valdosta-Lowndes County Conference Center and Tourism Authority  



The Valdosta-Lowndes County Conference Center and Tourism Authority was formed in 1989 
by the Lowndes County Board of Commissioners at the request of the Valdosta-Lowndes 
Chamber of Commerce. In the early day, it operated under the name Valdosta-Lowndes County 
Tourism Commission and was housed in the Barber House.  

Rita Suiter, who served as the first executive director of the Valdosta-Lowndes Tourism 
Commission, said the original mission was to create a community-wide awareness regarding 
tourism in Lowndes County and to position Valdosta and Lowndes County as a viable 
destination marketplace, since we are the gateway to Florida.  

With a limited staff in the early days, the commission worked with local hotels, restaurants, retail 
businesses, and community leaders to highlight Valdosta and Lowndes County as a destination 
for tourists.  

“We were able to extend the hours for tours at the Crescent and Valdosta-Lowndes County 
Historical Society and through a partnership with the Georgia Department of National Resources 
we created the Banks Lake National Wildlife Refuge, which today provides educational 
opportunities for school children and adults,” said Suiter. “One of our biggest efforts was 
working with the area hoteliers to build consensus in raising the hotel-motel tax to help fund the 
Rainwater Conference Center.”  

The commission soon changed their name to the Valdosta-Lowndes Convention and Visitors 
Bureau to create alignment with other CVB’s throughout the U.S.  

“The mission remains much the same but strategies and methodologies in accomplishing such 
are what have changed,” said Tim Riddle, general manager of the Tourism Authority and James 
Rainwater Conference Center. “In today’s digital world we focus fewer and fewer resources on 
the printed word with every passing budget cycle.”  

Riddle said a lot of focus is placed on the Conference Center’s website to be responsive and 
technically savvy, simple and fast, and authentic.  

Representing more than $5.1 million in economic impact for the region, the Rainwater 
Conference Center welcomes approximately 27,000 people each year for a variety of events.  

Red Carpet of South Georgia  

Established in 1965, the Red Carpet Committee was formed by the Valdosta-Lowndes County 
Chamber of Commerce to welcome newcomers to Moody Air Force Base. Chamber members, 
along with business and civic leaders “roll out the red carpet” and show military officers and 
their families a true South Georgia welcome. Hosted three to four times a year at Ocean Pond 
Clubhouse, the gatherings are considered a highlight for Moody personnel and members of the 
community.  
   



In 2012, the Red Carpet of South Georgia, a non-profit 501(c)3 service agency, was formed to 
take this special event to the next level and expand services to airmen and their families in the 
community.  
   
In addition to maintaining the traditional dinners, Red Carpet of South Georgia contributes funds 
for gifts cards to airmen living on-base when they are unable to be with their families for the 
holidays. The group also hosts cookouts and spaghetti dinners for unit members deploying, along 
with deployed spouses and families.  
   
Lowndes County Bird Supper  
   
The Lowndes County Bird Supper, which started in 1960, remains an important opportunity for 
local business and civic leaders to have an impact on legislative issues. All members of the 
Georgia General Assembly are invited to attend this annual event. The first Bird Suppers featured 
South Georgia grown and harvested quail, which volunteers delivered to the kitchen at the 
Georgia Railroad Freight Depot in Atlanta for preparation.  
 
Former State Senator Tim Golden has been a part of the Bird Suppers for several decades and 
considers them a highlight of the Legislative Session.  
 
“The Bird Suppers have always been a great way to showcase Lowndes County,” said Golden. 
“It is one of the most anticipated events of the session. I have served as both a state senator and 
representative, and I appreciate the importance of having key members of our community in 
Atlanta helping promote this area.”  
    
State Representative Amy Carter agrees that the Bird Supper continues to be an important event 
that keeps South Georgia on the minds of legislators and government officials.  
   
“The Lowndes County Bird Supper is a great tradition where my House and Senate colleagues, 
along with the judiciary and the Governor, are able to mingle with Lowndes County community 
members and local leaders,” said Carter. “It allows new relationships to start and old 
relationships to rekindle. Our local and regional legislative agenda can be easily expressed to 
those in the driver's seat of state government, and our legislative delegation is able to share our 
session highlights with those from home.”   
 
The Bird Supper was coordinated by the Valdosta-Lowndes County Chamber of Commerce from 
1960 to 2004, and is now sponsored by the City of Valdosta and Lowndes County Board of 
Commissioners. The 2016 Bird Supper is scheduled for Wednesday, Feb. 24, at the Georgia 
Railroad Freight Depot in downtown Atlanta.  
   
	  


