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Let’s suppose that Acme Gizmos & Gadgets is a major employer in a certain rural 

Virginia county. 

Now let’s suppose that Acme suddenly announces the plant is closing, because the 

market for those gizmos and gadgets is tightening and the board feels it best to get out of 

business now and preserve whatever corporate assets it can. 

Maybe there’s been some mismanagement in the past that eroded the company’s position. 

Regardless, the bottom line now is the same: Shut it down. 

Community leaders are naturally upset; that’s a lot of jobs to be lost. Still, from the 

corporate point of view, it’s a logical, if unfortunate, decision. Sometimes companies 

close. 

Then one day, Acme’s lawyer suggests that maybe, possibly, there just might be a way to 

save all those jobs, if only someone acted fast. 

If that happened, wouldn’t you think the governor would pick up the phone — or have 

one of his underlings pick up the phone — and call Acme to see if those jobs really could 

be saved? 

Especially if the governor had said economic development was going to be his 

administration’s top priority? 

Now let’s stop supposing. If you look at things in the strictly narrow sense of 

employment, how is the make-believe Acme Gizmos & Gadgets any different from the 

real-life Sweet Briar College? 

True, Sweet Briar is a private school, not a public one, so not a state concern. Except that 

every company a governor recruits to Virginia is also private. So what’s the difference? 

Both are employers — in Sweet Briar’s case, the college is responsible for 271 full-time 

jobs and 79 part-time ones. Not the biggest employer in Amherst County, of course, but 

still, wouldn’t it be worth at least one phone call from a “jobs” governor? 

Apparently not. A spokeswoman for Gov. Terry McAuliffe sends word that: “The 

Governor is obviously concerned about the situation, but this is a private entity faced 

with a private decision about its future. There really isn’t a clear role for the Governor in 

that decision.” 



 

 

Yet when a Pulaski County company that makes building products was considering 

expansion last year — and obviously had other places to go besides Virginia — 

McAuliffe knew exactly what his role could be. He picked up the phone and called the 

executives of James Hardie Building Products to make the case for adding those 69 jobs 

in Virginia. They did. 

He did it again when Core Health & Fitness, a maker of fitness equipment, was scouting 

locations; his call helped win 250 jobs for Grayson County. 

McAuliffe, by all accounts, has been an enthusiastic salesman for the state. So what’s 

different here? 

We’re not the only ones somewhat baffled. So is Del. Ben Cline, who, admittedly, has an 

“R” after his name instead of McAuliffe’s “D,” but does represent the district that 

includes Sweet Briar: “I can’t figure out why the administration is silent on the potential 

shuttering of a major employer in Amherst County.” 

Here’s another reason why we ask:. When Circuit Court Judge James Updike issued his 

60-day temporary injunction on Sweet Briar using solicited funds to close the school, he 

told the parties: “I do it for a specific time period . . . so the college and supporters have a 

very brief opportunity to try and explore alternatives other than closing.” 

Afterward, Sweet Briar lawyer Woody Fowler said that if the college’s supporters could 

come up with the cash “then we’ll sit down and talk.” 

That sounds like an offer to us, however tentative, especially coming as it did after a lot 

of expert testimony that showed the college’s situation may not be hopeless after all. 

So far, though, nothing has happened. But what if someone with stature— say, the stature 

of a governor — called up the Sweet Briar board chairman and said something like this: 

You’re a private school. You can do what you want. You could decide to close even if 

you’re rolling in cash. I get that. It’s a free country. But you’ve said you’re closing 

because you’re running out of money, so you want to pay off all your bills now so you 

have something left to put into a scholarship fund. That’s admirable. 

But there’s been a lot of testimony that the college might not have to close — that the 

college has had a pretty antiquated fund-raising effort over the years — and you’ve never 

truly asked alumnae to pony up to save the college. Maybe it’s too late now; I don’t 

know. All I know is that jobs are at stake and I care about jobs. 

I also know there’s a lot of dark speculation out there in the Twitterverse and 

blogosphere that this is really just some secret plan to shut down Sweet Briar so you can 

sell the land to Disney and turn the place into a luxury spa. Fantastical, I know, but it’s 

out there. 



 

 

If this is really just about the money, here’s your chance to prove it — and go out with 

your heads held high. The judge’s injunction runs out in the middle of June. Tell the 

Saving Sweet Briar people they have until then to raise X amount of money — and if they 

do, you’ll rescind the decision to close. I don’t know what X is. It’s probably not the $250 

million the college president has cited; that’s an endowment the size of the University of 

Maryland, for goodness’ sake. But the true figure is probably still quite large, given how 

much of your endowment you’ve eaten away. There are big bond payments coming due, 

and operational costs, and, well, we might all be shocked by what the true figure really 

is. Doesn’t matter. Pick one, as long as it’s realistic. 

If it’s really about the money, you could even give their volunteers access to the alumnae 

rolls to make their work easier. The odds are, they won’t be able to do it. We’re probably 

talking a whole lot of money and we’re certainly talking a short period of time. 

For you on the board, there’s nothing to lose — and some modicum of respect to be 

gained. If they fail, you always can say you tried. If you don’t do this, there’ll always be 

some nagging doubt — maybe not in your mind, but in the minds of all the people talking 

about behind your back. Or, worse yet, out on the Internet. 

So, whaddaya say? Want to pick a figure and set a deadline? Or are you really going to 

tell me, the governor of the Commonwealth of Virginia, to get lost? 

 


