
 

ECONOMIC RESOURCE ALLIANCE (ERA) 
June 10, 2019 9:30 a.m. 

SmartZone – 2345 Meridian St., Sault Ste. Marie, MI  49783 
 
 
 

Meeting Summary 
 

Attendees: Jeff Holt (Sault EDC), Tracey Laitinen (Sault EDC), Don Gerrie (USDARD/City of SSM), Linda 

(Sault CVB), Chris Olson (CCEDC), Jeff Hagan (EUPRPAD), Tony Haller (Sault Chamber of Commerce), Rob 

Landis (SSMEDC/Central Savings Bank), Justin Knepper (DDA), Lana Forrest (CCHD), and Katelyn Rader 

(Senator Peter’s Office) 

 

1. Call to order 9:35am 
Holt welcomed attendees and led introductions. 

 
2. Review past meeting summary and area media 

Holt briefly went over last month’s meeting summary as well as the media coverage since the 
previous meeting. 
 

3. Soo Locks Discussion 
Holt recently attended a workforce meeting in Escanaba where the Soo Locks Project was brought 
up.  There was also a feature story from InvestUP in the Soo Evening News.  It seems as though 
many entities are jumping on the project without direct input from the US Army Corps.  MIWorks is 
assisting in the hiring process and so far several LSSU engineers have been hired.  
 
Olson, Holt, Gerrie, and Hagan attended the Michigan's University Research Corridor (URC) meeting 
at Lake Superior State University.  The roundtable is part of the URC's Infrastructure Tour, designed 
to highlight key infrastructure challenges in Michigan communities and the value of research and 
innovation in identifying solutions. The URC is an alliance of Michigan State University, the 
University of Michigan and Wayne State University; the URC is focused on increasing economic 
prosperity and connecting Michigan to the world.  Again it was focused on the Soo Locks but no 
local representatives were in attendance and it was advertised as an infrastructure collaborative but 
morphed into potential environmental issues, extending the shipping season, lack of housing, and 
how the Locks Project could affect tourism.   
 
Laitinen added that the EDC had done a mailing to all those in attendance from outside the area to 
assist in bridging the gap for any primary contractors trying to relocate to the region.   
 
Discussion was had regarding how to get local contractors ready to assist.  PTAC will be hosting 
several workshops at the Smartzone in the upcoming months. 
 
Knepper reviewed housing and the potential for worker camps vs. hotels transforming to offer long 
term stays.  New housing developments are occurring downtown and will soon bring 70-80 more 
units online.  Knepper cautioned the group on hyping the lack of housing until we know what we 
have vs. the need.  It was recommended to review past housing studies and have them updated as 
well as current vacancy rates.  EUP Regional Planning has the data and can do an update.  Fees will 



 

need to be discussed.  Holt added that the Mackinaw City Chamber came up and had a meeting with 
the EDC regarding the Enbridge need for housing and how that could work with any overflow for the 
crews working at the Soo Locks.   
 
Holt added that the Corps has spoken with the owner of the Reiss Coal Dock.  Gerrie noted that the 
City had also offered up space at the tip of West Pier for staging.  Olson has a scheduled walk 
through of vacant buildings in his industrial park later this summer with the Corps.   
 
Forrest asked if home improvements and home purchases were up in the area.  Landis reported that 
an overall optimism for the area had folks making purchases.  Realtor are saying that there is a lack 
of inventory and comps suggest home values are increasing.   
 
Lack of contractors was brought up as several large projects are occurring including WODA, CFRE, 
and the Carbide Dock.  Gerrie reported that a sewer project let in the western U.P. came in 2x a 
much due to lack of contractors.  CTE and lack of skilled workforce was discussed.  Holt shared the 
information we received from Bay Mills Community College and an upcoming no cost pre-
apprenticeship program for soft skills and manufacturing.   
 
Holt shared information on the Experience Works Program through MiWorks.  Please contact these 
individuals if you are interested in having students work at your facility.  Students do not have to be 
from LSSU but do need to qualify.   
 
Jason Venema, CBSP, CWDP 

Training Specialist 

Michigan Works!... is Upward 

jvenema@isupward.org 

Cell: (906) 280-9404 -Primary 

Office (906) 635-1752 Ext 1213 

 

Natasha Colak-Florio 

LSSU – Intern Program for Communications Majors 

ncolackflorio@lssu.edu 

 

Kimberly Muller, LSSU, is working to put together an Internship Fair where employers showcase 

their needs to the students so they are aware of what opportunities are available.  Hagan is 

supporting this through RPI funds.  The date is August 27th @ 2pm.  A flyer will be shared soon. 

 
4. New, Expanding, Struggling Businesses: 
 Up North Wilderness II will be opening its new location in Jump Up in July 

 
Discussion regarding Hobby Lobby moving into the old Glen’s building in Cascade Crossings but no 
one had concrete evidence. 
 
Crooked Music will be expanding into the Austin Oak space.   
 
Craig Cooper’s Cigar bar will be opening soon.   

mailto:jvenema@isupward.org
mailto:ncolackflorio@lssu.edu


 

Questions were raised regarding the Days Inn and if it was open or closed.  
 
The development between Burger King and the Best Western was reviewed noting that while Aldi’s 
did pull out the developer is looking at a multi-retail space.  MDOT delays due to lining up the 
entrance at the light were reviewed.   
 
Holt shared that the façade had been redone on the weather station near the Smartzone in the Air 
Industrial Park.  Laitinen added that if we could get the façade updated on the old airport terminal 
then the park could be certified.  Currently the Industrial Park off Easterday is the only certified park 
in the Upper Peninsula which means it is clean and ready to develop through the State of Michigan. 
 
Holt updated the group on the Brownfield progress with CFRE adding that they cannot start 
construction until remediation occurs.  The local Brownfield Redevelopment Authority (BRA) 
recently applied through the Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy for a $1 
million dollar grant and $500,000 loan.  Olson asked when the 741 E. Portage (Incubator) would be 
removed and Holt reported that the City DPW is working on a potential use of local BRA funds to 
demo the site.  Cloverland’s annual open house is being put on hold this year with the project’s 
proximity, but they will be at the Soo Locks Park with their Power Town safety exhibit. 
 

Knepper discussed the work the DDA is doing to combat online shopping.  They are working with the 
downtown retailers to focus on the experience, targeting 45-60 year olds, and offering special late 
night shopping hours.  The DDA has several large infrastructure grants to carry out this year, but 
cannot lose sight of the shop local mentality.  22 stores have opened in the downtown district in the 
last 3 years.  Retail churn was discussed.  Hoath just wrapped up the Back to the Bricks car show and 
reported that the visitors liked the direction the Sault was moving in.   
 
Discussion was had about the downtown shopping district as a whole which includes 40 retail shops.  
Population has to build downtown in order for them to continue to remain open and viable.  Landis 
suggested more education on what shops are available and what they have to offer as locals may 
not even understand what is available.  Hoath added that walking traffic is up due to the veteran’s 
banners and the CVB will have a walking map available soon.  The new bicycle rental business was 
discussed and folks were unaware of what they had to offer.   
 
A discussion was had regarding corridors and how without entertainment or food selections folks 
will not travel in certain areas.  Our area has a lot of government and service buildings that aren’t 
open on the weekends that tend to not lend to great foot traffic.  The DDA is working on 
recruitment of an anchor store such as Duluth Trading or Carhartt for example to bring to Ashmun.   

  
5. Upcoming Events/Trainings 

Haller updated the group on a future training he is working on modeled after Delta County called 
Keys to Success.  If you are a Chamber member you would receive a “key” for your keychain that 
allows you to have special discounts local stores.  More information will be forthcoming. 
 
June 17th GoingPro Training Funds Smartzone 10am – Noon (no rsvp required) 
June 25-27?  Justin at DDA is hosting a rebranding workshop for the DDA through Main Street TBD 
June 28th Engineers Day at Soo Locks 
June 28th at the Smartzone – EUP Regional Planning will host a State mandated Asset Management 
Workshop for water, sewer, and roads. This event is 2.5 hours and by invitation only.   

https://www.medaweb.org/locate/upper-peninsula
https://www.saultstemarie.com/event-detail/2019-soo-locks-engineers-day/


 

June 29th International Bridge Walk  
October 2nd Manufacturing Day Summit – Smithers Test Track 11:30am to 1:30pm Must register  
 

6. Individual Sharing: 
 Olson reported that he was able to catch up with Congressman Bergman and he shared that the 

Memorial Day Parade in the Sault was one of the best events he had attended.  Hoath added that 
we need to share more of what we have locally because it works. 

 
Hoath reported on Back to Bricks and the 179 cars that were here all weekend.  She received emails 
from businesses that reported they were shopping downtown. 
 
Delays in the business spur were discussed regarding the light delays at Cascade Crossings and the 
light at Meridian and the Business Spur.  After the next 2 weeks things should go back to normal.   

 
 Olson reported that a Dollar General store is being built in Kincheloe across from the Family Dollar in 

the old Sky McFly’s location.  No progress on the demo of the old hotel.   
 
 Hoath reported that the 360 degree videos are completed and can show you, your staff, and visitors 

what there is to do in our area.  Hoath will have the new PR staffer reach out to gain access. 
 
 Hagan reported on the State Association of Regions conference to be in the Sault next week on June 

18-19th.  The group will be taking a Soo Locks Boat Tour and having dinner at the Country Club. 
 
 Radar asked Olson about the progress with the Michigan Launch Initiative (MLI).  Olson noted that 

they have a meeting with Marquette on a potential partnership as well as he is traveling to Paris to 
meet with the rocket companies directly.  Soon an FAA questionnaire will be released as well as a 
site visit to finalize the MLI location.  This project has a potential investment of 70 million dollars and 
1000 direct and indirect jobs.  Gerrie noted that the City supports the effort.  The EDC has a 
resolution of support on their June 11th meeting agenda.  Speaker Lee Chatfield will be in Kincheloe 
at Olson’s location on June 17th at 10am. Olson invited the group to attend and support MLI.  Radar 
added that the Senator is supportive of concepts like this.   

 
 A Binational conference is being planned with a tentative date of November 6th at Kewadin.  Holt is 

putting together a summary for Radar in hopes that Senator Peters can attend.  This event would be 
from 9am to 3pm with est. 100 attendees.  Radar added that conversations are continuing regarding 
steel tariffs and Mexico along with automotive layoffs.   

 
The meeting ended at approx. 11:10 a.m.  
 
*Please note that ERA meetings are the 2nd Monday of each month at 9:30am. 
**Our next meeting will be July 8th, 2019  

TGL 

https://www.saultstemarie.com/events-calendar/international-bridge-walk/
https://www.saultedc.com/manufacturing-excellence-summit-1

