
ECONOMIC RESOURCE ALLIANCE (ERA) 
August 12, 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), Chris 

Olson (CCEDC), Tony Haller (Sault Chamber of Commerce), Josh Billington (SBDC), Denise Hillier 

(MIWorks), Mari Schupp (Tipping Point Solutions), Kelly Freeman (City of SSM Community 

Development), and Joel Schultz (Sault Tribe) 

 

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

 
2. Review past meeting summary and area media 

Holt briefly went over last month’s meeting reflecting on the group’s passion for improving our 
community.   

  
3. Featured Speaker – Mari Schupp – Tipping Point Solutions (TPS) 

Schupp gave some history on her background including her previous 16 years with Lake Superior 
State University.  TPS is headquartered in Denver, Colorado and creates interactive training videos, 
mainly for the Department of Defense (DoD).  Most recently they are working on interactive training 
videos for landlord – tenants and additional private entities.  If they are awarded contracts with 
Navy and Army this will mean hiring an additional 30 staff across the U.S.  TPS is making progress in 
hiring 2 additional staff for the Sault office including a media production graduate.   
 
TPS is located in the newly opened Tamarack Business Center showcasing their one of a kind green 
cyclorama wall that is used for photography and media production.  Schupp noted their recent 
awards as a Top 50 Company to watch in Colorado, Colorado’s Small Business Person of the Year, 
Gold Stevie Award, Learning in Practice Award, Gold Excellence in E-Learning, Veteran Owned 
Business of the Year, and just last week, Sault Tribe Business of the Year in partnership with JETA 
Corp.   
 
Schupp encouraged leaders to attend the Sault Tribe Business Alliance event next year adding that 
the speakers and networking time was well worth attending.   
 
Schupp listed out the successes and barriers in locating an office in Sault Ste. Marie noting that the 
cost of living is lower than Denver.  Rental car issues and not being able to return them to an 
alternate location were discussed.  Example is flying into CIU but then cannot return the car to a 
location in Lansing.  Parking downtown is an issue that TPS is facing, especially if they hire additional 
staff.  Lack of broadband is a barrier to TPS’s growth and hinders those that work remotely.  Please 
watch the Merit Moonshot video in the attached PPT which explains the struggles from several 
different perspectives.  Positive attributes that help Schupp in bringing workforce to the Sault are 
the recreational opportunities, good schools, and lack of competition.  Schupp also added that they 
do not have to rely on the local economy as they contract w DoD.  Schupp feels that recruitment 



efforts are starting to work adding that it has helped that others have toured the facilities and are 
familiar with TPS and can talk about them to potential employees.   
 
Schupp wrapped by welcoming anyone that has not been to the Tamarack Business Center to stop 
in for a tour.  The center houses TPS, JETA Corp., a car dealership, a construction company, and a 
real estate office. 
 
Schultz reviewed the trouble with attracting workforce to our region even with wages of $45-55k.  
Internships were discussed.  Hillier added that the same was encountered when advertising for the 
Soo Locks Project and that not many people outside our area applied.  Methods to train those that 
are interested are now being reviewed.   

 
4. Soo Locks Discussion 

Holt reviewed the most recent PPT shared during the USACE Stakeholder quarterly meetings.  Gerrie 
recapped last week’s PTAC workshop and how it was great to see other businesses in the Sault 
participate adding that they will most likely benefit from micro purchases associated with the 
project under $10,000.  Laitinen shared the legwork that the EDC has done to categorize the 
available contractors and has shared them with the prime contractors that have reached out.  After 
the May 1st USACE walk through the EDC has been in contact with potential contractors and offering 
their resources.  Hillier is working on resolving an issue with job applicants noting that the Corps will 
be sending out letters soon to everyone with the goal to hire this fall.  Schultz brought up an idea 
that maybe we could create an employment zone where prime contractors could benefit if they 
choose to hire locally or even inside the state.  This model would focus on retaining workforce 
instead of hiring out-of-state transient workforce.  A future meeting may be called of the Downtown 
Development Authority to discuss feasibility.   
 

5. Upcoming Training & Events 
Holt reviewed the list of flyers in the packet highlighted the Manufacturing Summit at Smithers and 
the Business Beyond Borders event to be held at Kewadin in November.  The planning team will 
have a sponsorship menu out soon for the Business Beyond Borders event if you are interested.  
Olson invited the group to participate in the Chippewa County EDC’s focus groups.  For more 
information please contact Olson directly.   
 

6. Individual Sharing: 
Olson reported that CIU is 8% ahead of flights last year and that there aren’t many seats on flights 
available.  They are working on adding another flight to keep folks from traveling to Flint.   
 
Shultz updated the group on the award they received from EDA to build a business 
center/warehouse out of Seymour Road.  JETA Corp will be one of the first tenants and is looking to 
hire 4 more staff and fill 5,000 square feet.  This will allow for succession planning and free up start 
up space in the Tamarack Business Center.  JETA has also struggled with finding their workforce and 
is now focused on an internal training process which has increased retention.  Schultz emphasized 
that this facility would not be an incubator as there would be no intended exit date for tenants.  The 
goal is to attract tribal members back to the area by having office, light manufacturing, and 
warehouse space available, and offering high paying.  They are looking at spring 2020 construction.   
 
Hiller recapped their recent Employer Spotlight – DGS at Chippewa County International Airport.  
DGS was overwhelmed with the interest they received for their open positions.  Hillier encouraged 



other companies to sign up as it attracts potential workforce to come in and talk to you about what 
you have to offer.   
 
The apprenticeship program PACE was discussed and the confusion/lack of marketing.  The group is 
excited about the potential but needs more information.  Laitinen will share the program details 
after today’s meeting.  Another barrier could be transportation.   
 
Haller invited the group to the next Business After 5 to be held at LSSU in Considine Hall on 
September 12th.   
 
Gerrie updated the group that a conditional offer has been made to a City Manager candidate from 
Vassar, Michigan.   
 
Holt reported on the award of the grant and loan for the LSSU CFRE Brownfield Project and thanked 
EGLE, the City Commission, EDC, and BRA for their support.   
 
Holt reported that a developer stopped into the Smartzone last week and is interested in building a 
200 unit market rate apartment complex.   
 
Holt updated the group on the closure of DES/Mayco at the Incubator.  There will be manufacturing 
and office space available later this year.   
 
Olson shared that the RV business in Kincheloe was for sale by the EDC if anyone was interested in a 
5,000 square foot facility.   
 
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 

 
The meeting ended at approx. 11:00 a.m.  
 
*Please note that ERA meetings are the 2nd Monday of each month at 9:30am. 
**Our next meeting will be September 9, 2019  

TGL 
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