
ECONOMIC RESOURCE ALLIANCE (ERA) 
January 13, 2020 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 (USDA RD/City of SSM), Tony 

Haller (Sault Chamber of Commerce), Chris Olson (Chippewa Co. EDC), Jeff Hagan (EUP Regional 

Planning & Development), Joel Schultz (Sault Tribe EDC), George LaBlonde, II (Senator Peters Office), 

Justin Knepper (Downtown Development Authority), Jason Venema (MiWorks), Jim Huff (MiWorks), 

Linda Hoath (CVB), Rob Landis (SSMEDC/Central Savings Bank), Kevin St. Onge (EUP STEM Region), Brian 

Chapman (City of Sault Ste. Marie City Manager), and Josh Billington (MI Small Business Development 

Center) 

 

1. Call to order 9:30am 
Holt welcomed attendees and proceeded with introductions due to new faces. 

 
2. Goals 2020 
 Holt reviewed the past goal spreadsheet with input from the group.  Updates were made 

accordingly.  Schultz will share past info on the legislative taskforce.   
 
3. Soo Locks Update 

Information was shared in the packet regarding the quarterly USACE stakeholder update scheduled 
later this week.  Anyone wishing to participate can join at the Smartzone.   
 

4. Upcoming Training & Events 
Great Circle Aviation (Sanderson Field) is hosting aviation workshops at no charge every Thursday at 
4pm.  RSVP is appreciated. 
 
Chamber annual banquet is Feb 24th.  Haller is currently taking leadership program applications.  
Business After 5 this week at 1668. 
 
St. Onge – EUPISD Stem meeting tonight at LSSU 4pm.   
 
 

5. Open Discussion: 
LSSU Housing was discussed.  Holt reported that a board had been established and was working 
through consultants and an application through USDA.  A press release should be forthcoming. 
 
Vacant property on 3 Mile was discussed with Sault Tribe owning 60+ acres along with Haapala’s.   
Property nearest Fernelius can be sold but the property nearest Walmart is tribal trust land that can 
only be leased (but has incentives).  Discussion of updating signage along with having a focus of 
retail-hospitality was agreed.  Schultz would like to enter properties on ZoomProspector.  State 
funds typically do not focus on retail-hospitality, but more industrial.  Schultz may have properties 



that fit Zoom’s most recent Project DODO request.  There was some discussion of MEDC’s recent 
release of Site Readiness Grant funding and requirements.   
 
There are 2 offices available and light manufacturing space at the Smartzone.  Ads have been playing 
on Eagle 95.1.  There is also office and manufacturing space available at the Incubator (1301 W. 
Easterday Ave.). 
 
Venema shared wage information and MiWorks can run scenarios almost same day if you contact 
them.   
 
Future ERA speaker are: 
Feb – Traci Smith USDA great topic for financial institutions and small businesses 
March- EDA or MEDC depending on who is available 
April – Moran Iron Works 
If you have ideas please email tlaitinen@saultcity.com.  Members can schedule to be speakers as 
well.  

 
LaBlonde introduced himself and is working for Senator Peter’s office at the Upper Peninsula 
representative with a focus on veterans and economic development.  He plans to attend ERA 
meetings in the future.   
 
Schultz reported that Sault Tribe saw and increase of 30% revenues in 2019.  The Tamarack Business 
Center is reaching capacity and JETA will move into the new Crane Industrial Building funded 
through EDA, to be built later this year.   
 
Knepper reported on the downtown and the issue that businesses are facing with attrition of staff as 
well as not being able to find employees.  He gave an example of a business that was doing well but 
closed the season early as they couldn’t find help.  Knepper handed a referral to the EDC regarding a 
construction firm that would like to expand.  Hotel developers are looking at downtown but parking 
is limited and we need to know how to develop without changing the look and feel with the Soo 
Locks Project.  Knepper reported that the 6 unit apartment rehab is going well above Soo Brewing 
and Second Childhood and that he is finishing up 3 other CBDG grants.  He has a meeting with Dana 
Sanderson and Hoath to review the feasibility of applying for the HGTV hometown makeover.  
Knepper reported that retailers downtown gave feedback that Sept/Oct were down, Nov/Dec up, 
and Jan is flat so far.   
 
Parking was discussed at length and we need to figure out how to overcome the misnomer that 
there is no parking.  An analogy was brought up that it would be the same to park in the parking 
garage and walk to work as parking in Walmart and walking to get a gallon of milk, but the public 
looks at it differently.  Schultz gave an example of a firm that wants to expand but isn’t sure if they 
want to remain downtown as there isn’t parking now, what if they add employees?  If you hire 
someone you need to inform them of parking and or include a parking pass in their wage.   

 

mailto:tlaitinen@saultcity.com


Standard Garage Permits: 

 

 Permits $325/annually, $90/quarterly, $30/monthly 

 Reserved Standard Parking Garage Permits $625/annually 

  

 
We have folks with a mentality that if they can’t park right in front of a business there is no parking, 
but in a larger City they don’t think twice about walking.  Knepper explained the history of the 
downtown as far as larger employers and the need to modify permit slots and meters, but also the 
cost associated with those changes.  As businesses downtown change, so do the parking needs for 
staff and clientele.   
 
Holt reported that CCEDC and Regional Planning are working together on a FTZ marketing plan.  
Brownfield Authority continues to make progress on clean-up of the former Cannelton site for the 
new LSSU CFRE redevelopment.  EDC was awarded a site readiness grant and you will see 
improvements coming this year to the previous Sanderson terminal building.   
 
Hagan is working on finalizing the CEDS list and revising their 5-year plan.  In working with UPCAP 
they secured funding for non-emergency medical transportation and will be researching how public 
travel in rural areas, for example where do folks in Paradise drive to get groceries.  RPI projects are 
tapering off in August and will continue to be reduced unless another funding method is identified.  
They are also working on the Integrated Asset Management plan and are completing readiness 
assessments including systems mapping, aging, and planning.  Hagan gave an example of the St. 
Ignace hospital renovation where they had several underground surprises as they were unaware of 
the sewer and water runs.  These will be completed by October 2020.   
 
Olson reported on traffic at CIU noting they came in just below 50k travelers for 2019 but look to 
break that so far for 2020.  If that occurs they will add another afternoon flight to either MSP or 
DTW.  GM testing is underway with 75-100 engineers on site that shop, eat, and stay in our region.  
CCEDC recently purchased 80 acres next to the railyard to look at rail improvements for a propane 
company that wants to almost triple their deliveries as well as attract other rail firms.  CCEDC is 
using their reserves to purchase several key blighted properties on the corridor to the airport.  
Private owners were amicable as the properties weren’t active and generating any revenue.  Olson 
will use Brownfield funds to address demolition and noted that EGLE has softened their 
requirements for tearing down structures.  In an EDA planning grant the results showed that this 
would be key in moving the area forward and securing a hotel.  CCEDC said goodbye to Kurt Perron 
and Jeff Hagan takes his place in April this year.  MI Launch initiative is moving forward with an 
announcement coming Jan 27th regarding the horizontal launch sites.  Kinross will have some level of 
participation.  The vertical launch site announcement is expected in March.   Olson thanked both 
Sault and Bay Mills Tribes for their partnership efforts.   
 
Gerrie reported on USDA activities noting that they are working with disaster recovery funds for the 
flooding as well as an addition to the Schoolcraft Memorial Hospital.  Other local projects include 
Bay Mills medical center, Bay Mills water and sewer, LSSU, and Sault Tribe’s Odenaang 
development.  With his City hat on the Mayor reported that we are moving into budget season and 
goal setting.  If you have an issue you wish to discuss please reach out to your City Commission or 
the City Manager.   
 



Hoath reported on CVB activities and noted that Knepper’s numbers were down, but that tourism 
was up 27% alone in September and also up in October.  The CVB now has 6 staff and is working 
with the City to create a website focused on providing information for people looking to come to the 
Sault.  Chapman added that this will be a website showcasing the seasons, but also clear up 
misnomers about services we have, due in part to the difficulty in finding staff to fill open positions 
at the City.  Hoath emphasized the need to reinstate Pure Michigan for the U.P. and attributed the 
27% increase to the Pure MI Fall campaign.  Hoath added that folks are finally coming and staying 
the Sault and taking day trips out instead of the other way around.  Other avenues to reinstate Pure 
MI were discussed including UPTRA.  These topics lead to adding the legislative group to the 2020 
goals.  Schultz gave some history on the group in Marquette and Delta County that met and took 
legislative concerns to Lansing.  Gerrie explained how the City sets goals and addresses elected 
officials annually in March.  Chapman will share a 2020 draft at the Feb ERA meeting.   
 
Chapman echoed Gerrie’s sentiments on the budget and goal setting adding that they are being 
revamped.  Processes are being changed to allow for more review of information and increased 
transparency.  All city departments and staff are the economic development of Sault Ste .Marie.   
 
The meeting ended at approx. 11 a.m.  
 
*Please note that ERA meetings are the 2nd Monday of each month at 9:30am. 
**Our next meeting will be February 10th.   
  

TGL 


