
A
s the US economy reels from the 
impact of COVID-19, hope for 
the future shines bright on the 
south side of DeKalb. 

On a thousand-acre parcel of land 
near Interstate 88, construction 
workers build and dig. When they 
are finished, the biggest industries to 
come to DeKalb in years will move in, 
bringing around 600 jobs with them. 

Candy manufacturer Ferrara – 
creator of such iconic candies as 
Lemonheads and SweeTarts – will 
occupy 106 acres in the middle of 
the Chicago West Business Center. 
The Ferrara project includes a 
packaging center and a distribution 
center. The company is investing 
about $100 million in the site and 
expects to employ about 500 
people at varying levels by the 
second quarter of 2021. Within the 
company’s first two years in DeKalb, 

it is expected to employ as many as 
1,000. 

The other project under construction 
in the business center is a 
900,000-square-foot data center for 
social media giant Facebook. 
Facebook is investing around $800 
million to build its twelfth US data 
center. When the center begins 
operations next year, it is expected to 
employ around 100 people in high-
tech, high-skilled positions. 

“We feel good about the momentum 
that we’ve established,” DeKalb 
Mayor Jerry Smith said. “We’re not 
finished with economic development. 
There’s more land out there.” 

 DIVERSIFYING THE ECONOMY 
The jobs the new businesses will 
create may boost the economy in 
more ways than one, DeKalb City 
Manager Bill Nicklas said. Not only 

will Ferrara and Facebook employ 
many people, but they will have roles 
to fill at all skill levels. 

Nicklas said DeKalb’s population is 
mostly made up of people 25 and 
younger and people 55 and older. In 
between, during the prime career-
building and child-raising years, 
people tend to leave the city. Nicklas 
hopes the availability of diverse 
opportunities will reverse that trend. 

“We need jobs that become careers,” 
he said. “That is what will provide 
the kind of demand that keeps 
restaurants busy and retail clicking.” 

Northern Illinois University and 
Kishwaukee College played a role 
in enticing Ferrara and Facebook, 
DeKalb County Economic 
Development Corporation (DCEDC) 
Executive Director Paul Borek said. 
They demonstrate the area’s ability to 
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keep a pipeline of educated workers filled for 
years to come. 

“The Ferrara project will include a wide variety 
of jobs beyond logistics and packaging,” 
Borek said. “Facebook is a game changer 
in terms of the scale of investment and tax 
revenue generation, but perhaps even more 
importantly, in terms of attracting sophisticated 
technology professionals.” 

Sarah Kittel, head of corporate affairs for 
Ferrara, said the company chose DeKalb 
“for its commitment to thoughtful business 
incentives, utility infrastructure and workforce, 
and its proximity to Interstate 88 and two 
higher learning institutions.” 

“As our business continues to grow and our 
portfolio expands, we need to ensure we 
have production and storage capacity to 
accommodate that growth,” Kittel said. “When 
the time comes, we will be hiring in DeKalb to 
staff the distribution complex.”  

Future partnerships with the industries 
could help to attract students to NIU and 
Kishwaukee, Borek said. Career potential could 
entice those students to remain in the county 
after graduation. 

Matt Sexton, community development 
manager at Facebook, said the company 
seeks out areas with a strong talent pool 
for its operations. It also prefers to build in 
communities with a good quality of life. 

“We want to locate in places where it is easy 
for our employees to live, work, and raise their 
families locally,” he said. 

Sexton said a study conducted several years 
ago found that every job at a Facebook data 
center supports five additional jobs elsewhere 
in the community and every million dollars the 
company invests in data centers supports 15 
jobs in the community. 

“In DeKalb, we’re looking at an $800 million 
project expected to ultimately support 100-
plus jobs,” he said. 

Smith said Facebook’s 11 other US data 
centers have been catalysts for growth in 
their communities. Once the data center is 
established, he said, officials expect other 
high-tech industries to follow. Nicklas said 

several other large companies have inquired 
about locating in DeKalb, though none have 
made official commitments. 

“We have unlocked the door,” Nicklas said. 
“People know that we are here and that we are 
friendly to large investments.” 

 AN OVERNIGHT SUCCESS 14 YEARS       
IN THE MAKING 
Krusinski Construction Company began 
creating the Chicago West site in 2006. They 
worked on several industrial properties around 
DeKalb during a building boom of the early 
2000s. CEO Jerry Krusinski saw the Chicago 
West area was ideally suited to industrial 
development, so the company bought three 
adjacent parcels totaling 343 acres. 

 THEN THE RECESSION HIT 
“The intent was to create a nice business park 
providing space for industrial and commercial 
users such as warehousing, manufacturing and 
light assembly,” Krusinski said. “We completed 
the annexation in 2006, then the economy 
really changed.” 

Krusinski was patient. The company quietly 
performed all the preliminary work required 
for development, such as zoning changes 
and environmental studies. The economy was 
bound to turn around eventually, and the site – 
called the DeKalb Business Center at the time 
– would be ready. 

“We continued to market the site, but there 
was not a lot of activity,” Krusinski said. “We 
knew we had a quality piece of land with very 
strong resources – great power, great water, 
great connectivity, tollway access. We didn’t 
start building roads and utilities immediately; 
we didn’t want to carve out a piece and then 
find someone to fill the footprint. Our intent 
was to find the first large user and build around 
them.” 

As he marketed the business park, Krusinski 
found himself frequently answering the 
question, “Where is DeKalb?” To emphasize 
that the park was not far from one of the 
Midwest’s largest cities, Krusinski Construction 
changed its name to Chicago West. 

Krusinski saw the site’s potential to support 
data centers, so Krusinski Construction and 
the DeKalb County Economic Development 

Corporation joined technology trade 
associations and attended conferences to 
promote the site, Borek said. It was a finalist for 
several large projects, but time and again, lost 
investments to states with better technology 
incentives or more business-friendly tax 
structures. 

Smith said local leaders used the lessons 
learned from those near-misses to craft a 
playbook for future proposals. 

“We learned so much so that when Ferrara and 
Facebook contacted us we were pretty much 
ready,” he said. “We felt like we had our ducks 
in a row.” 

Last year, the dominoes that had been 
carefully lined up began to fall. Because 
the groundwork for development had been 
patiently laid years before, Borek said, when 
the companies were ready so was the site. 

“Without such forward momentum, who 
knows what COVID-19 might have done to 
these projects,” he said. “The foresight and 
due diligence of the land owner and the 
willingness of the taxing bodies to step up for 
tax abatement programs and infrastructure – 
having all those building blocks in place was so 
important in supporting the timetables of the 
companies.” 

 GROUP EFFORT 
Though both Ferrara and Facebook are 
building their facilities in the city of DeKalb, 
putting together the incentive packages 
to attract them took a group effort. Both 
packages required the buy-in from nine other 
taxing bodies – all of which unanimously 
agreed to the proposed incentives. 

Borek said the DeKalb Enterprise Zone, which 
includes six municipalities and the county, was 
also instrumental in making the site attractive 
to industry. Enterprise zones are defined areas 
where businesses can enjoy state and local tax 
incentives and regulatory relief. The zones are 
designed to stimulate economic growth; the 
DeKalb County zone was approved in 2015. 

“This was a significant undertaking involving 
quite a number of taxing bodies,” Borek said. 
“They all played a role, they all voted yes, and 
they were essential to securing these projects.” 
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Sexton said that kind of cooperation was very 
attractive to Facebook. 

“We’re looking to build long-term partnerships 
and relationships,” he said. “Data centers 
are very difficult to pick up and move once 
they’re built, so we understand going into 
these projects that we are going to be long-
term partners. In DeKalb, we found great 
partnerships at the state, county and local 
level.” 

Nicklas said he pondered why, of all of the sites 
available, the industries chose DeKalb. The 
answer, he said, is a matter of cooperation and 
attitude. 

“There are many other communities that have 
the essential economic pieces,” he said. “Part 
of it had to do with the work force potential, 
but that could apply to 50 other places. So 
why us? I think one piece of it is that we make 
an effort to find ways to be business friendly. 
The incentive package is part of it, but another 
piece just as important in the long haul is being 
responsive and positive.” 

Borek said he isn’t sure if the development 
would have happened without the enterprise 
zone, which first became active in 2016. 

“To site selectors, an enterprise zone means 
so much,” he said. “It means that a number 
of taxing bodies have already agreed to work 
together, and it leverages state tax incentives. 
…To the credit of everyone involved, we rallied 
to make this possible. It’s exciting and it’s of a 
scale we didn’t anticipate.” 

 BUILDING THE RIGHT ENVIRONMENT 
While Krusinski and the DCEDC continued to 
market the site for high-tech uses, other states 
were snapping up opportunities. Borek said 30 
other states preceded Illinois in passing data 
center incentive legislation, and it showed. 
While data center investment was growing by 
double-digit rates in states like Georgia and 
Arizona, it grew only 7 percent in Illinois. If 
Illinois was going to compete, Borek said, the 
legislation had to change. 

Krusinski and the DCEDC became founding 
members of the Illinois Data Center Incentive 
Coalition, an assembly of government and 
business leaders that lobbied for data center 
legislation. Eventually, the Illinois Chamber of 

Commerce embraced the cause, laying the 
groundwork for legislation that was eventually 
passed. 

With state and local incentives in place, 
Krusinski said, Facebook was ready to talk. By 
that time, Ferrara was already committing to 
locating its facility in the Chicago West park. 
Krusinski acquired another 500 acres to the 
south to accommodate the Facebook facility. 

“I guess when it rains it pours,” Krusinski 
quipped. “Maybe it was luck. Maybe it was 
patience. But we were able to set up the site 
so it provides great resources and fits within 
their master plans. …We envisioned about 50 
acres to build a park within the park targeting 
data centers. I was only off by a zero – instead 
of 50 acres, we needed 500.” 

 WHAT COMES NEXT 
The projects have already boosted local 
employment through construction jobs. Once 
they are complete, about 600 people will be 
hired into permanent positions between the 
two facilities. 

The impact will be felt beyond employment 
rates, Borek said. Every phase of the Facebook 
project alone is projected to generate as much 
tax revenue as the five biggest businesses in 
DeKalb’s existing industrial tax base – Target, 
3M, Nestle, Panduit and Goodyear. 

“Expansion of industrial tax revenue will 
distribute the tax burden among a much 
larger tax base,” Borek said. “We also believe 
these projects will stimulate other companies 
to consider DeKalb County for operations. 
The developments are sparking infrastructure 
improvements in that area, which makes more 
land available for industrial and technology 
development south of I-88.” 

To the casual observer, Borek said, DeKalb 
County may look purely agricultural. But large 
businesses like 3M and Target continue to staff 
and expand facilities. Ferrara and Facebook are 
shining a light on the area’s potential for other 
kinds of commercial growth. DeKalb County 
has its own work force, Borek said, and is an 
easy commute from Rockford and the western 
suburbs. With increased opportunities for 
employment, he hopes more people will come 
from outside the area and decide to stay. 

“Pappas Development is already seeing 
interest from professionals in apartments at 
the new Isaac Executive Suites project, which 
isn’t even built yet,” Borek said. “We have the 
capacity and we have the capability to attract 
and retain workers.” 

Krusinski said his company continues to market 
the remaining parcels in the Chicago West 
Business Center. The investment being made 
by Ferrara and Facebook is expected to give 
other industries confidence in locating to 
DeKalb. 

“Everyone in the county, the city, the 
townships, everyone has worked so hard,” he 
said. “That’s why we were successful. Everyone 
here is very cooperative and helpful in finding 
solutions. My hat is off to everyone in the 
community.” 

TIMELINE 
2006
Krusinski Construction Company 
purchases three parcels of land 
to create the DeKalb Business 
Center, later rebranded Chicago 
West Business Center 

2015
The state of Illinois approves 
DeKalb County’s enterprise zone 

2019
Illinois passes the Illinois Data 
Center Investment Act 

2019
Ferrara commits to building a 1.6 
million-square-foot facility 

2020
Facebook commits to building a 
900,000-square-foot facility 

2021
Both Ferrara and Facebook 
Phase I buildouts projected to be 
complete 
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