
In a first, commissioners turn down economic incentives request

2-2 VOTE WITH ONE RECUSAL SCRAPS
COUNTY’S $600K CONTRIBUTION TOWARD
$60M EXPANSION FOR LOTUS IN MEBANELotus Bakeries, the Belgian company famous for its Biscoff cookies served on many airlines, asked for a third

helping of economic incentives from the county, but won’t get it, based on a deadlocked vote this week.
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Staff Writer

(See LOTUS, PAGE 4)

It may be going too far to
say that it’s just the way the
cookie crumbles. But a Bel-
gian confectioner certainly
saw its hopes go to crumbs
this week when Alamance
County’s commissioners de-
clined to approve a package of
financial incentives for the
potential expansion of an ex-

isting production facility in
Mebane.

The board of commission-
ers ultimately deadlocked 2-to-
2 on a proposal that would en-
title Lotus Bakeries to receive
$600,000 from a proposed $60
million investment into a
plant that it already operates
at the North Carolina Indus-
trial Center. Had the
company’s come-on succeeded,
the requested subsidy

would’ve been third since Lo-
tus first dangled the prospect
of a local production facility
before the commissioners
nearly five years ago.

Lotus had no trouble secur-
ing the county’s financial
support in 2016 when it iden-
tified the North Carolina In-
dustrial Center as a finalist
for its first ever production
facility in the United States.
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Commissioners reject third incentives request for $1.5M
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The commissioners ulti-
mately voted 4-to-1 for a $1.5
million enticement that they
hoped would convince
the Belgian bakery to
follow through on its
plans for this site. This
housewarming gift was
followed by another
$262,000 in 2018 after Lo-
tus scaled up the antici-
pated tax value of its
new plant from $55.3
million to $72.7 million.

But a third trip to the pub-
lic cookie jar was too much for
commissioner Pam Thomp-
son, who said on Monday
what proved to be the defini-
tive statement on Lotus’ lat-
est request for funds from the
county.

“I’m so thankful
they’re here,” Thomp-
son conceded. “[But] I’m
concerned that this is
like the third time.
That’s all.”

A hearty “thanks, but
no thanks,” was indeed
all that Lotus would get
from the commission-
ers. The company’s request
was effectively doomed once
Thompson was joined in her
opposition by fellow commis-
sioner Bill Lashley. Lotus’ pro-
posal won over the board’s
chairman John Paisley, Jr.
and its vice chairman Steve
Carter. Yet, their votes weren’t
enough to carry the day due
to the recusal of the board’s
fifth member, Craig Turner,
who acknowledged that he
had a bona fide conflict of in-
terest in this particular case.

A third helping of funds?
Best known for its Biscoff

brand cookies, which are
served as a midair repast on
Delta and other large airlines,
Lotus began to roll out this
signature product locally once
its Mebane facility went opera-
tional in 2019. In the mean-
time, the company’s home of-

fice in Belgium decided it
needed even more production
capacity on the other side of
the Pond thanks to the soar-
ing popularity of its existing

products and the introduction
of a new crème-filled cookie
“sandwich,” which debuted in
Europe last year.

In order to accommodate
the anticipated demand for its
wares, Lotus has proposed to

install three more production
lines and 103,000 extra square
feet of floor space to the
Mebane facility, which pres-
ently boasts two lines and
118,400 square feet. The com-
pany expects this expansion to
inject at least $60 million into
the local property tax base
over the next two and a half
years and to expand the local
workforce by 86 jobs with an
average salary of  $43,510 a year
for these positions.

In order to offset the cost of
this project, Lotus has asked
the county for a financial en-
ticement of $600,000 to be paid
out in five annual install-
ments of $120,000 apiece. The
company has reportedly sub-
mitted a similar offer to the
city of Mebane along with an
additional request for the city
to waive the planning and de-
velopment fees it would ordi-

narily assess on the expan-
sion. Mebane’s city council
will likely hear these requests
at its next regularly-scheduled
meeting on May 3.

In his presentation
to the commissioners,
Michiel Bloemen, an
executive in Lotus’
American division,
had plenty of sugary
words to make his
company’s pitch go
down easier with the
county’s decision mak-

ers. Bloemen went so far as to
contend that Lotus’ mission
during its nearly nine decades
in business has been “to cre-
ate small moments of joy and
happiness.” Bloemen also of-
fered the commissioners

other, more substan-
tive reasons to lend
their financial support
to his company’s pro-
posed expansion.

“I think we’ve been a
stable business that
has been able to deliver
upon its promises,” he
said. “We of  course
want to do that again,
and I think it will help

in bringing additional busi-
ness to the region here.”

Changing tastes on incentives
Bloemen’s request for funds

from the public coffers never-
theless left a bitter aftertaste

for the only two residents who
addressed the commissioners
about the company’s request.
Lifelong area resident Sammy
Moser was particularly blunt
in his criticism of Lo-
tus’ return to the
county’s serving line.

“You want everybody
to be loving and happy,”
Moser said aping the
confectioner’s mission
statement, “but I’m won-
dering if we can do
something about all that the
money you keep asking the
commissioners for, we could
be a little bit happier.

“I assumed that if you got
the money in 2016, you would
be here for a hundred years
[with no need for more subsi-
dies],” he added. “Two
years later in 2018, more
money was asked for
from the county…and
here we are again today
asking [for money from
the county].”

Moser’s complaints were
later reiterated by Henry
Vines, a Snow Camp resident
who waged unsuccessful cam-
paigns for the board of com-
missioners as a Democrat be-
fore his recent defection to the
GOP.

“I wish we would stop giv-
ing this money away,” the one-
time commissioner candidate
said, “and I don’t think that

we ought to be threatened
with ‘if we don’t get this
money, we’re going back to
Belgium.’”

Monday’s hearing also saw

the commissioners make an
about-face from their previ-
ously receptive attitude to cor-
porate incentives. This volta
face was due, in large part, to
some sweeping changes in the
makeup of the county’s gov-
erning board, which lost four

of its five members after last
year’s election due to their
scheduled retirements or elec-
tion to higher office. Much
like their predecessors, the
board’s current members are
all members of the Republi-
can Party. But the present
lineup appears to have a some-
what different tack when it
comes to the subject of corpo-
rate incentives.

Prior to last year’s election,
the only commissioner who
could be relied on to oppose
corporate subsidies had been
Tim Sutton, who left the dais

along with two other
long-serving commis-
sioners at the end of
2020. A potential claim-
ant to Sutton’s mantle
may nevertheless have
emerged in newcomer
Bill Lashley. The son
and namesake of an-

other former county commis-
sioner, who died mere weeks
before his son’s swearing in
last fall, Lashley had previ-
ously told The Alamance
News that he would part ways
with the father when it came
to corporate incentives, which

the elder Lashley had
always embraced. The
younger Lashley lived
up to his pledge on
Monday after Thomp-
son had shared her own
qualms about Lotus’ re-

curring requests for funds
from the county.

“I cannot vote for incen-
tives,” Lashley declared that
evening. “This is a hard deci-
sion for me because I am pro-
business…But the taxpayers
have already shown their con-
sideration twice, and I think
Mrs. Thompson may be right
that the third time is too

“I think we’ve been a stable business that has
been able to deliver upon its promises. We of
course want to do that again, and we I think it will
help in bringing additional business to the region
here.”

– Michiel Bloemen of Lotus Bakeries

“I assumed that if you got the money in 2016,
you would be here for a hundred years [with no
need for more subsidies]. Two years later in 2018,
more money was asked for from the county…and
here we are again today asking [with the com-
pany asking for more money from the county].”

– Sammy Moser

“I wish we would stop giving this money away, and
I don’t think that we ought to be threatened with
‘if we don’t get this money, we’re going back to
Belgium.’”

– Henry Vines

“I’m so thankful they’re here. [But] I’m concerned
that this is like the third time. That’s all.”

– county commissioner Pam Thompson
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much.”

A tough break for Lotus
The company’s pitch went

over better with the board’s
present chairman John Pais-
ley, Jr. A local attorney who
briefly served on the board of
commissioners some years
ago, Paisley insisted that he
has no trouble supporting the

Belgian confectioner’s re-
quest because the county’s
payments would be offset by

“I cannot vote for incentives. This is a hard deci-
sion for me because I am pro-business…But the
taxpayers have already shown their consideration
twice, and I think Mrs. Thompson may be right
that the third time is too much.”

– county commissioner Bill Lashley

the additional
tax revenue that
the proposed ex-
pansion would
generate.  This
same rationale
was also put for-
ward by Steve Carter, the
board’s lone holdover from
before last year’s election.

“I realize the reality of the
business world,” the board’s
senior-most member asserted.
“It’s a competitive environ-
ment. Sometimes we have to

do what we have
to do to make it
work. My rule of
thumb has al-
ways been that if
the cash flow to
the county was
positive, I would
vote to support
it.”

But Carter and Paisley
weren’t enough to salvage the
moment for Lotus, who was

unable to get the required
majority with Turner side-
lined by his recusal.

An attorney by trade,
Turner had opted to step back
from Monday’s decision be-
cause his Greensboro law
firm’s business relationship
with Lotus.

“Lotus is a client of my
firm,” he acknowledged be-
fore the board opened its pub-
lic hearing on the company’s
proposal, “and I have repre-
sented them before I became a
county commissioner, so the
outcome of this vote would
have a direct financial benefit
to me.”

In a subsequent conversa-
tion with The Alamance
News, Lotus’ executives ac-
knowledged that they’re still
slated to go before Mebane’s
city council next month in
spite of the disappointing re-
sults of their pitch to the com-
missioners.  Even so, Bart
Vanterwyngen, a top-ranking
figure in the company’s state-
side operations, added that he
isn’t quite sure how Monday’s
vote will affect the arithmetic
for the proposed expansion in
Mebane.

“We’re going to have to
evaluate,” he said. “We didn’t
have a plan ready for not get-
ting it.”

After vote, asked how the company would pro-
ceed: “We’re going to have to evaluate. We didn’t
have a plan ready for not getting it.”

– Bart Vanterwyngen of Lotus Bakeries



Mebane council unanimously supports  incentives commissioners rejected
SHORTFALL IN INVESTMENT FROM FIRST TWO INCENTIVE PACKAGES

MAY HAVE HELPED LOTUS BAKERIES WIN APPROVAL FOR ITS NEWEST REQUEST

MEBANE PLANT IN COMPETITION WITH BELGIUM
FOR PRODUCTION LINES FOR NEW PRODUCTS

(See LOTUS, PAGE 3)

Mebane’s city council
gave a Belgian cookie manu-
facturer the sweet deal it
had sought: $600,000 in new
incentives in exchange for
a $60 million expansion of
the company’s Mebane pro-
duction facility, the
company’s only manufac-
turing plant in the U.S.

Mebane’s decision may
help overcome Lotus Baker-
ies’ surprise and disappoint-
ment when the county’s
commissioners last month
deadlocked 2-2 over a com-
parable incentives package
from the county, thus reject-
ing the $600,000 county con-
tribution to the company’s
proposed expansion.  It

marked the first time that the
commissioners had turned
down, or failed to approve, an
incentives package for an in-
dustry relocating to, or ex-
panding in, Alamance County.

Ironically, perhaps, one of
the “selling points” to
Mebane’s council that may
have swayed one or more coun-
cilmen to support the incen-
tives was the fact that the
company has not actually ful-
filled all of the financial in-
vestment it had promised

from the first two incentives
packages granted by the
county and city.

On the one hand, the new
investment was portrayed as
representing more than an 80
percent expansion in the value
of the plant – and its tax value
for both the county and the
city of Mebane, based on the
$72.7 originally-estimated
value of the plant.  It’s also a
80 percent or more expansion
in size, from 118,400 square
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feet by an additional 103,000
square feet.

In 2016 and 2018, the com-
pany had asked for a total of
$1.7 million each from both
Mebane and the county to lo-
cate its first U.S. manufactur-
ing plant in Mebane and, be-
fore it was even completed, to
expand the plant. The total of
$72.7 million for the original
($55.3 million) investment and
the subsequent expansion (val-
ued at $17.4 million) drew $1.7
million in incentives from the
county and another $1.7 mil-
lion from Mebane.

However, during a public
hearing on the newest pro-
posal, for a $60 million plant
expansion, it was noted that
the assessed value of the
company’s Mebane plant was
well below the $72.7 million
projected for the current facil-

ity when incentives were
granted.  City manager Chris
Rollins estimated that the
$44.4 million value on the
plant meant that the company
had fulfilled about 61 percent
of  its stated investment.

Rollins stressed the
county’s calculation for tax
value is not based on the ex-
pense for building the struc-
ture, but rather the value of
the finished facility.

While the employment
promise of new jobs (60) had
been met from the earlier in-
centives packages, Rollins
said, the taxable value of the
new plant and equipment
($72.7 million) had not.

As a result, Mebane’s $1.7
million package of incentives
over five years (from 2016 and
2018 incentives packages) will,
instead, tally to about $1.037
million, more than $600,000
below the stated value.

Thus, some councilmen
said after the discussion, they

regarded the new
$600,000 as no real
net cost to the city
from what they had
anticipated spend-
ing.

In fact, having a
company fall short
of  its investment
targets in incen-
tives agreements is
not unusual,
Rollins told his
council members.
“We’ve never paid a
full incentive” he
told his council
members who have

approved more than a dozen
such economic incentives
package over the past decade
or so.

Council members voted
unanimously, 5-0, for the new
$600,000 incentives package.

They also agreed to sponsor
a second dimension of incen-
tives for the company by
agreeing to provide a 5 percent
match ($25,000) of a $500,000
state grant that the company
is seeking under a “building

re-use” grant program.
Rollins noted that even
though the “re-use” terminol-
ogy might seem to imply that
grants would apply only to
existing structures, the state
grant program actually al-
lows grants for new construc-
tion, as well.

The proposed 103,000 square
foot building expansion
would be on the back side of
the company’s current foot-
print in Mebane. (See red out-
lined portion on graphic.)

Rollins also noted that the
city’s $600,000 incentives pack-
age for the new expansion will

count as the city’s “match” for
the state grant, thereby caus-
ing no additional out-of-
pocket expense to the city.

That vote was also 5-0.
Meanwhile, the city also

agreed to waive as much as
$100,000 in building permit
and inspection fees for the ex-
panded construction at the
Lotus plant.

The company is probably
best known for its “Biscoff ”
carmelized cookies, often
served on airlines.

During Monday night’s pre-
sentation, Bart
Vanterwyngen, the head of  the

company’s Mebane plant,
said the company’s U.S. expan-
sion will allow the production
of some additional product
lines that the company has
launched: Biscoff sandwich
cookies (with chocolate or va-
nilla filling), as well as Biscoff-
flavored ice cream, and also a
fruit roll.

Vanterwyngen noted that
the company’s board of direc-
tors is deciding between
whether to establish the addi-
tional production facility in
the U.S. or back home in Bel-
gium.  Significant “financial
downsides” to the U.S choice,

Vanterwyngen outlined, are
higher sugar prices in the U.S.
vs. Europe (as on ongoing pro-
duction consideration), as
well as the high price of steel
in the U.S. vs. using concrete
supports in Europe for con-
struction.

According to county offi-
cials, the company also plans
to expand its workforce in
Mebane by 86 full-time em-
ployees with an average salary
of  $43,510 a year.

Additional – thus far un-
specified – incentives from the
state are also expected for the
company’s newest expansion.

May 6, 2021


