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Partnerships Bound for Success:
Michigan Festivals & Townships
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The hometown parade ... families gazing
upward, as fireworks erupt in the night’s
sky ... crowds perusing booths of local
artists’ crafts and works ... children running
a three-legged race in the township park.

What can make all this happen? A festival
or event in your township!

Michigan’s community festivals, fairs, special events and destina-
tions are a major element of the Michigan lifestyle and the entire
tourism economy throughout the state. These events, as celebra-
tions of local talent and culture, can help to instill pride in your
township and may even serve to clarify the community’s identity
by bringing together the arts of various religions and ethnicities,
professional and vocational artists and performing arts groups,
school children and others.

Townships, and other local governments and major community con-
tributors, support these events because of their inherent value to
the area and economy. Townships across the state have found the
benefits of hosting a community festival, including bringing resi-
dents together, fostering civic pride and showing off township
amenities to residents and nonresidents alike.
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WHY HOST A COMMUNITY EVENT?

Local festivals, fairs and cultural events maintain an age-old repu-
tation as a time of feasting and fun, when neighbors join together
to celebrate and to invite visitors to view their arts, listen to their
music and sometimes join in friendly competition. From early times
to modern day, Michigan has welcomed an increasing array of
events celebrating bountiful harvests, emphasizing local craftsman-
ship and savoring a four-season wonderland of recreational and
cultural opportunities.

Festivals and special events are staged for many reasons. Besides
being informative and enjoyable, they provide a number of impor-
tant benefits to the township and its community:

e Festivals encourage a sense of community pride and cohesive-
ness. It's not often that everyone in the township gets invited to
the same party. Festivals provide a rare occasion for the whole
community to relax and have fun.

e Festivals may have certain educational values. For instance,
important historical events can be taken out of the classroom and
brought to life through skits, costume contests, re-enactments,

and other commemorative events.

e Festivals provide an opportunity to celebrate a township’s his-
tory and heritage.

e Festivals are ideal occasions for artists and craftspeople to
demonstrate and exhibit their skills.



e Festivals provide a showcase for new and traditional ideas in
music, art, drama, crafts and sports.

e Festivals focus on the broad spectrum of the state’s culture.

e Festivals stimulate travel to a community and the surrounding
region. This encourages the community to grow and prosper by
attracting dollars in the form of tourism, and in some cases, new
industry.

e Festivals can bring a community together through both the
planning and the attendance at the event.

e Festivals can also be used to celebrate a holiday, season or an
historical event, or to help raise money for local causes.

The key to the success of a township festival is that goals and
objectives must be identified and defined. “To celebrate the town-
ship and its people” is one umbrella goal.

ECONOMIC BENEFITS OF AN EVENT

Progressive communities know that to attract and keep larger busi-
nesses in their area, they need to show a strong sense of commu-
nity involvement. Events can help to give the township a more
“people-oriented” identity. A festival is one event that the entire
family can enjoy. Done well, a festival can be good for every per-
son in the community.

But the benefits of a township-wide event are more far-reaching
than simply bringing residents together for an afternoon or week-
end of community fun. The color, majesty, sights, sounds and
smells of Michigan's festivals, fairs and cultural events attract mil-
lions of visitors to our Great Lakes state annually. This, in turn,
contributes billions of dollars to the state economy and provides
countless jobs in the hospitality industry.

The economic benefits for the township can be significant, with
little local expenditure. Township events can:

e Stimulate the local economy and bring capital investment to a
community

e Provide a major tourism activity

® Attract new customers to local businesses

® Promote business year-round

® Showcase thousands of artists

e Promote and celebrate Michigan-grown commodities

For a discussion of lawful township expenditures on community festi-

vals, see the August 2007 “Hello, MTA ... ?”, or visit MTA’s Web site,
www.michigantownships.org.

WHERE TO BEGIN
An important step in planning a successful festival or township-
wide event is to write objectives or goals for the project. The >
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list of objectives should basically outline what is going to be done,
who is going to do it, who will benefit and what specific results
are desired.

Having a written list of objectives will help planners keep within
the boundaries of their goals, and will help recruit individuals and
groups who identify with the planners’ specific aims. The list of
objectives also is an important evaluation tool—a yardstick by
which to measure the event's success. Objectives provide a focus
for the entire planning process and should be determined before
moving ahead with the project.

Who can help? Anyone! It takes the cooperation and participation
of many individuals for an event to be a success. While the idea
for an event may start with, or involve, township officials or
employees, there’s a bounty of possibilities for volunteers right
in your own backyard—from individual residents, local chambers
of commerce, service organizations or a combination of several
groups. A true cross-section of the community should be repre-
sented in event leadership positions, on staff, advisory commit-
tees, and as volunteers to ensure that programming accurately
reflects the community and promotes the event in an appropriate
fashion.

Planning an event takes time—from six months to a year, typi-
cally—so take advantage of volunteer assistance, establish com-
mittees and assign tasks, from soliciting donations to organizing
vendors to arranging for entertainment. There is no shortage of
assignments to be made.

MARKET YOUR TOWNSHIP

It's not good enough to hold a plain generic festival anymore.
The event must have a theme—a main idea or concept to provide
a solid base for a variety of interesting activities that are easy to
promote. Develop a theme that gives your township’s event a
unique identity and prevents it from being a carbon copy of other
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events. The theme should reflect the township’s personality, leg-
ends, natural beauty or other attractions. A theme:

e Gives the event an overall focus

e (Gives the participating groups a common point from which they
can develop a cohesive program of activities

® Gives the event structure

e Makes publicity much easier

Whatever the theme, it must be something to which the local com-
munity can relate, and that is either unique or has enough interest
to attract visitors. Why should anyone else buy into your idea or
cause? How do you create an event that spans the tastes of many
generations? Is the theme workable in many circumstances? Build
on what's available in your area—whether it be history, agriculture
or a scenic waterway. Capitalize on what makes your township—
and your event—special!

Spinning off on the theme idea, an event name can be one of its

best selling points. It needs to be catchy, memorable and tied in
with the event’s theme. There’s something to be said for choosing
an unusual or even bizarre name; people certainly seem to notice
it. The “Irons Ox Market and Flea Roast” resulted when the words
“market” and “roast” were transposed. No doubt this festival owes
a good deal of its success to a rather uncommon title. >
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WHEN TO HOST?

Timing is another important element to consider when planning an
event. What time of year, or on what date, should the event be
held to best meet the objectives and purposes for which it was
organized? On what dates will the event least conflict with other
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local programs or those of nearby communities? What other
programs could be incorporated into a new event? Three nearby
events may be more attractive to tourists than one. How long
should the event last—several hours, one day, several days or

more?

The weather is a key factor and one which you cannot control.
However, by playing the averages, event organizers can pick a
time with a reasonably good chance of acceptable weather. Look
over the weather trends and plan accordingly.

From the beginning, set an alternate “rain date” or alternate
indoor site in the event that bad weather forces a change. Like-
wise, a lack of snow for winter festivals also requires a contin-

gency plan.

GET STARTED!
The purpose, theme, name and date are crucial items for any
festival, but the work is just getting started once these matters
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are settled. The budget must be drafted, entertainment planned,
and publicity coordinated. The same goes for security, food and

beverage sales, and sanitation facilities.

While the concept of planning a township festival sounds like—
and is—a lot of hard work, the end result and rewards to the com-
munity can be immeasurable. Festivals and events can help build
and promote your township, give residents and visitors alike a
new-found appreciation for your area, and help increase the
visibility and vitality of the place you call home.

Sue Bila, Executive Director, Michigan Festivals
and Events Association, Chesaning

She can be reached at (989) 845-2080 or

via e-mail at bilas@mfea.org.

For more information, visit www.michiganfun.us

Want to learn more about hosting a community festival? Plan on
attending “Bringing Events to Your Township,” an educational

session at MTA’s 2008 Annual Educational Conference, Jan. 8-11,
in Detroit! Refer to the registration brochure in the center of this

issue of Michigan Township News.
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