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No simple solution for GM 

plant 
 

 

It’s understandable that City Manager Mark Freitag sought talks with General Motors about the 

future of its Janesville factory. 

The plant turned out award-winning vehicles until GM slammed on the brakes in December 2008. 

The shuttered factory is on “standby status,” a form of limbo that could change when the automaker 

and the United Auto Workers seal a new national contract, expected in September. Freitag says he 

fields frequent questions from residents and businesses about the factory’s future. By making 

inquiries of GM, he’s at least showing awareness and isn’t sitting idly. 

It’s also understandable that GM rebuffed Freitag’s request. The vacant plant is a small concern to 

this big a company. Besides, why would GM reveal its thinking, especially in a public meeting as 

Freitag suggested, when the plant might be a bargaining tool in UAW negotiations? 

When GM announced in 2009 that it would file for bankruptcy, it also said one of three plants 

either closed or about to close would get production of a new small car. That work went to Orion, 

Michigan. Janesville and Spring Hill, Tennessee, were put on standby status. Spring Hill later became 

a flex plant for the Chevrolet Equinox and GMS Terrain. Janesville’s plant, GM’s oldest, is the lone 

one still on standby. 

When the Gazette editorial board asked Paul Ryan about the situation Monday, the Janesville 

congressman didn’t hold out hope for GM’s return. The company, he said, has made it clear it won’t 

reopen the plant. GM doesn’t need the extra capacity, Ryan said, and industry insiders also have 

suggested as much. Besides, Janesville was on the wrong side of Chicago as the automaker tightened 

its production and supply loop closer to Michigan. 

The best scenario, Ryan believes, would be for the city to get control of the plant and seek a 

company that specializes in finding new tenants for old factories and for the state to assume pollution 

liabilities. 

That sounds simple, but it’s far from it. Much of the plant is so old that razing rather than 

renovation seems likely. Even if GM walks away, many questions need answering before any reuse. 

Would the state accept contamination liabilities and the cleanup burden? Could the city find a 

company willing to seek new users, and what are the odds that it would succeed? Are utilities so 

intertwined that they might hinder redevelopment for multiple users? Unless a company covets 

intermodal rail and truck transport, why would it deal with a crumbling building and potential site 

pollution rather than build new on high-profile land closer to Interstate 90/39? 

Whatever happens, the city and Rock County must not assume pollution liabilities. 

Freitag wants to form a standing city committee to examine possible outcomes of the GM-UAW 

talks. 

“You don’t want to spin your wheels unnecessarily. But you don’t want to be at square one in 

September,” Freitag told reporter Neil Johnson in last Sunday’s Gazette. “You want to have some 

direction so that you can move forward.” 

That might be true. However, expect a glacial pace. New users are investing years and tens of 

millions into renovating Beloit’s Ironworks, formerly the Beloit Corp. By comparison, that was a 

mere fraction of the 4.8-million-square-foot, 250-acre GM complex. 

Janesville faces fiscal constraints and many development concerns, including its newly approved 

downtown revitalization plan. No, the city doesn’t want to be caught off guard if GM suddenly hands 

over the keys to the plant. But focusing too much energy on redevelopment that could take a decade 



or two might not be the best use of current time and resources. 


