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Exela CEO interviews Bush
Koneru lauded by
former president
at health event
By Virginia Annable
(Lenoir) News-Topic
Exela Pharma Sciences CEO Phanesh
Koneru went from Lenoir to Chicago with
the daunting assignment of interviewing
former President George W. Bush at a
health care conference, but Bush flipped
the roles.
“How great is it that someone who grew
up in a small village in India can come to
the U.S., be successful and be interviewing the president of the United States of
America. How great a country is this?”
Bush said, then rose to his feet in applause, prompting all 4,000 in the audience to their feet, applauding Koneru.

Exela Pharma Sciences President and CEO Phanesh Koneru, left, shares a laugh
with former President George W. Bush during an interview session at a health care
conference in Chicago. Koneru interviewed Bush for an hour in front of 4,000 attendees at the Becker’s Hospital Review conference. Bush praised Koneru, who
grew up in a small village in India and now leads a fast-growing pharmaceutical
Koneru said, “It was overwhelming. I was company that is headquartered in Lenoir.

floored. That really speaks to his character.”

state-of-the-art laboratories. Its products
include medicines to control blood presKoneru started Exela in Lenoir in 2008
sure during surgery, to seal heart valve
with a handful of employees in a 5,000- defects in neonatal premature babies,
square-foot building, and it has been one and to fight infection in patients with seof the area’s fastest-growing companies. verely compromised immune systems.
It manufactures 19 high-quality, sterile,
Koneru interviewed Bush for an hour at
injectable pharmaceutical products in its the ninth annual Becker’s Hospital Re-

view conference -- which brings together
hospital business and strategy leaders to
discuss how to improve hospital operations –as part of Exela’s sponsorship of
the event. The pair spoke about health
care and international trade, as well as
leadership and even painting, but what
SEE KONERU ON PAGE 2

Caldwell County achieves employment milestones in latest N.C. Commerce report
By Guy Lucas
(Lenoir) News-Topic

three-month growth in more than a dozen years. Much of the
report for March was similar to the report for February: The
local unemployment rate inched down again, going from 4.4
The number of Caldwell County residents with jobs hit a postpercent to 4.2; the labor force edged up slightly, closing in on
recession high in March for the second consecutive month, the 37,000; and the number of people who have jobs rose by
N.C. Labor and Economic Analysis Division reported.
about 80 to 35,355, the highest since July 2008, when more
than 35,500 had jobs.
The size of the labor force also again was the highest in more
than five years – and that measure has showed the greatest
SEE MILESTONES ON PAGE 2
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KONERU
Koneru remembers most is Bush’s candor.

with plenty of conversation, quick wit and
in-depth answers. Bush was up-to-date
on news — trade with China, war in Syria
“He’s very personable, he’s got a great
energy, very positive. I mean, he looks at and tensions with North Korea — but was
you as a person,” Koneru said. “And he’s relaxed and personable.
very witty.”
“He was very on-point with current
In big easy chairs with a coffee table be- events and on top of things, but, I mean,
tween them, the interview was more like the most striking thing was his candor,”
Koneru said.
a late night talk show than a news segment, and that made it a great experience, Koneru said.
“I was a little nervous, but once we were
on stage and started talking, he made
me feel very comfortable,” he said.
The interview bounced back and forth,

Bush said during the interview that the
two qualities a leader needs to have are
humility and honesty, which made
Koneru wonder what working for the
president must have been like.

speak, all I was thinking was what it
would have been like to work for him,
report to him — with his candor and honesty, his wanting to do everything right —
and I thought how enriched my life would
have been,” Koneru said.
Koneru said the chance to interview a
U.S. president was unexpected, but it
lines up with much of what he’s done:
When an opportunity arises, he grabs it.

“I started in a small village in India, and I
took things as they came, that’s how I
ended up in the U.S., starting Exela, and
how I ended up in Lenoir,” Koneru said.
“When I was sitting there listening to him “I take things as they come.”

MILESTONES
The number of those with jobs is the most important measure, said Deborah Murray, the executive director of the Caldwell EDC.

dropped to 6.2 percent.

Although the local unemployment rate peaked in February
2010 at 17 percent, Caldwell County’s labor force didn’t hit its
all-time low until December 2014, when it was just over
35,000. By that time, the local unemployment rate had

The combined Hickory-Lenoir-Morganton metropolitan statistical area's unemployment rate of 3.9 percent was the fourthlowest among the state's 15 metro areas. The statewide average was 4.3 percent.

The local labor force grew sluggishly during the economic recovery even as other economic indicators showed strength. It
"These days I don’t reflect as much on the unemployment rate dropped below 36,000 in October 2013 and stayed below
as I do on the growth of the number working," she said. "More that level until March 2016.
Caldwell County people are working than have since mid-year
2008. This has been a steady and strong development that is Part of the explanation has been older workers retiring and
the result of strong and growing business and industry."
leaving the workforce, but part of it has been long-term unemployed workers feeling discouraged and not seeking jobs, so
The increase in the size of the local labor force – the total of
the growth in this measure in recent years has been interpretthose who have jobs and those who are actively seeking jobs ed as a sign of growing confidence in the economy.
– from December to March has been more than 1,000 people, the most in any three-month period since at least midThe unemployment rates in Burke and Catawba counties
2005, according to statistics kept by the Federal Reserve
dropped by 0.1 percentage point each in March, to 4.0 perBank of St. Louis.
cent in Burke and 3.9 in Catawba.

HAMPTON INN, DUNKIN’ DONUTS MAKING PROGRESS
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N.C. Commerce Deputy Secretary Miller visits Caldwell County

N.C. Department of Commerce Deputy Secretary Will Miller, center, talks with Caldwell EDC
Executive Director Deborah Murray, right, and
Caldwell EDC Board of Directors Chairman
Ann Smith, left.
Miller visited Caldwell County and received a
presentation from Caldwell UNC Health Care
President and CEO Laura Easton regarding the
hospital’s plans to add a mental health unit.
In addition, Miller met with Exela Pharma Sciences representatives and toured the company’s facilities in Lenoir.

Blue Ridge Energy
receives national
honor at conference

From left, Blue Ridge Energy COO John Coffey, PR Director Renee Whitener, Communications Manager Susan Simmons, Energy Solutions Marketing Manager Jon Jacob, Support Specialist Luanne “Cookie” Bradshaw and Member Services Director Sandra Hicks accepted an award
the company received at the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association's Connect Conference.
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Blue Ridge Energy received the highest honor in
an awards program for America's electric cooperatives.
It received the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association's Edgar F. Chesnutt Award for
Best Total Communication Program. The award
was for the communications campaign related
to Blue Ridge Energy's new community solar program, which was established in response to consumer requests for additional renewable energy
options. The campaign was so effective that every panel in the solar array was sold in just 10
months.
“Blue Ridge Energy’s impressive understanding
of their consumer and community needs is clearly evident in their marketing and communications strategy in support of this new solar project,” Scott Peterson, NRECA’s senior vice president of communications, said in a press release.
Blue Ridge Energy received the award at CONNECT ‘18, a national communications, marketing
and member services conference.
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Hundreds attend
16th Caldwell is Hiring

PHOTOS BY EDWARD TERRY, CCC&TI
With 54 companies offering more than 2,400 jobs, the Caldwell County
EDC and Caldwell Community College and Technical Institute sponsored
the 16th Caldwell is Hiring at the J.E. Broyhill Civic Center in Lenoir. Regarded as the premier job fair in Western N.C., the event attracted several
hundred individuals, including students from Hibriten, South Caldwell
and West Caldwell.
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