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Boosting your township’s
local economy
New wineries, local restaurants and eateries, expanding fruit
processing plants.
Times are changing in Michigan, and along with it is a changing
job environment around the state. In the Grand Traverse region,
township and other local leaders are banding together to draw new
economic development, like those mentioned above, to the state.
“Like all of Michigan—and the world—development in the Grand
Traverse region has seen the drastic effects of the ﬁnancial
regression,” explained Union Township (Grand Traverse Co.)
Supervisor Doug Mansﬁeld, MTA Executive Committee member-atlarge and District 8 director. “But the region is also full of new
interest, ideas, markets—and enthusiasm. A true team approach
has been created to seeing good managed growth continue to occur.
“While the numbers may be down, the resulting projects and
businesses, I believe, are now more sustainable, thoughtful and
successful—providing for the longevity of the entire area.”
While economic development efforts in Michigan certainly hit a
major bump in the road in the past years, there is light at the end
of the tunnel. What efforts can townships undertake to position
their communities to share in the stronger economic development
climate that lies ahead? This article explores a variety of
suggestions and techniques, presented by economic development
expert Brian Coughlin, of the Clinton County Economic Alliance.

THE PAST, PRESENT—AND FUTURE
The auto industry is inextricably linked to Michigan’s past,
present and future. However, Michigan cannot rely on the auto
industry’s recovery to pace a statewide economic recovery as the
state has always done before. The “rising tide lifts all boats”
theory of the past has kept Michigan’s economy vulnerable
to the vagaries of the cyclical auto industry. In addition, the
U.S. auto industry of the post-economic meltdown era is much
smaller and employs far less people than ever before.
I worked for a major oil company for 15 years and spent eight
years in Houston, Texas during the oil bust of the 1980s. Texas,
and Houston in particular, were heavily dependent on the oil
business to drive economic growth and employment. When
the price of crude oil began to plummet in 1983, so did home
prices and employment.
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Twenty-ﬁve years later, the Texas Medical Center in Houston
has become the largest medical center in the world, receiving
160,000 daily visitors and over six million annual patient
visits, including over 18,000 international patients. In 2010,
the center employed over 93,500 people, including 20,000
physicians, scientists, researchers and other advanced degree
professionals in the life sciences.
This Houston effort has been wildly successful, and Texas
has done a great job diversifying the state’s economy. Can
Michigan, the U.S. auto capital, learn from Texas, the U.S. oil
capital? The answer, simply put, is yes.
Efforts are underway at the state level to reinvent the way
Michigan approaches economic development. The new Snyder
Administration has put an emphasis on making the state more
competitive for attracting and retaining businesses, hoping
that changes at the state level will offer businesses a certainty
of costs going forward for planning and capital spending.
Townships can play a role in focusing on the future, and changing
the mindset of relying on traditional modes of industry for jobs
in the state. Said Mansﬁeld, “The business world is changing so
fast in the way things are done and in new emerging markets,
local leaders must strive to understand that infrastructure is not
just roads, sewer and water, but more and more is centered upon
new energy, faster and more reliable communication, community
culture and—even more importantly—a honorable, efﬁcient and
proactive form of government.”

FOCUSING ON OUR STRENGTHS
Michigan is a state of hardworking people who have spent more
than a century inventing technology for the auto industry.
Autos and trucks today are now very high-tech machines and
that technology is adaptable to other industries and sectors.

Michigan has much to offer
Here’s just a sampling of the assets, capabilities and
capacities that Michigan can offer the business community:
• In addition to outstanding transportation and highway
systems and a central U.S. location, Michigan is home to
one-third of the nation’s research and development (R&D)
facilities and is the number one state for vehicle-related
R&D—spending $11.8 billion annually.
• Michigan supports over 1,000 high-tech R&D labs,
including industrial and research assets at 360 research
sites focused on industrial technology. We also have forged
unparalleled university resources and partnerships.
• Michigan has the fourth largest high-tech workforce in
the nation, providing companies with the highly educated
employees they need now.
• Today, close to 80,000 Michigan residents are working in
the life science industry, producing cutting-edge research,
designing new devices, developing life-saving therapies
and engineering innovative diagnostics.
• Michigan is home to more than 65,000 skilled engineers,
technicians and manufacturing professionals, who contribute
to the over 3,000 patents ﬁled in Michigan each year.
• Michigan has the nation’s most skilled workforce for the
advanced manufacturing industry.
• Michigan’s success in launching the domestic advanced
battery industry has made it the hub of this domestic
industry.
• In 2006, Michigan State University, the University
of Michigan and Wayne State University founded the
University Research Corridor (URC). During the past ﬁve
years, the URC was among the top three clusters for
generating patents—136 to be exact—and created twice
as much licensing revenue than the more commonly
recognized Research Triangle cluster comprised of Duke,
North Carolina and North Carolina State Universities.
• Michigan ranks fourth in the nation for number of engineering graduates, and seventh for number of patents awarded.
• The University of Michigan ranks second in the nation for
R&D grants, according to the National Science Foundation.

The Great Lakes State still has a long road ahead. According to
the just-released Business Leaders for Michigan Annual Economic
Competitiveness benchmarking report, Michigan has begun a
modest economic recovery, though growth remains shallow
and the long-term trend continues to lag behind the national
average. Once you’ve hit bottom, the only path left is up.

• Michigan has played an important role in defense and
homeland security since World War II, and today is home
to an impressive number of military and defense-related
advanced research labs, testing grounds and bases.

▲

Townships can join in the efforts to diversify Michigan’s
economy by focusing on industry sectors in which the state
already has a competitive advantage, either because of its
existing presence and infrastructure, its specialized workforce
needs, our natural resources, or where we are located
geographically. The sidebar at right lists some of the assets
and capabilities of our state. It is critical to sell Michigan with
those given assets—not try to compete for projects that other
states are better suited and equipped for.

• Michigan’s research universities remain the nation’s leader
in enrollment, awarding more high-tech degrees than
48 other states in the U.S.
• Michigan State University has the number one logistics
program in the country.
• The state is home to 47 of the top 50 global automotive
suppliers.

Source: Michigan Economic Development Corporation
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Does this sound a little too familiar? Where this real life story
takes a turn is what Houston and other cities in Texas did
to prevent an economic calamity like this from happening
again. They worked at diversifying their economy. Houston was
home to a number of ﬁrst-class medical centers, hospitals and
medical schools, and local leaders selected health care as one
focus of their diversiﬁcation efforts.

LOCAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
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As a township ofﬁcial, do you feel that you are sitting on
the sidelines when it comes to economic development? Don’t.
Even a small township can still compete in the economic
development arena. Following are some efforts that you might
want to consider implementing:

Nurture your existing businesses. Approximately 75 percent
of new jobs in a community are created by existing businesses,
so it is of paramount importance to meet regularly with
the owners or managers of businesses or companies already
doing business in your township. It is critical to identify any
problems they are facing on the local level and to discuss
potential solutions or suggestions that can lessen any
difﬁculties they are facing.

would all like a new high-tech ﬁrm with 200 new jobs to open
its doors in our community, but it is more likely in today’s
environment to recruit 10 companies that employ 20 people in
order to create 200 new jobs.
While large projects are still out there, smaller companies
do most of the hiring, job creation, and provide the best
opportunity for job growth.
Portage Charter Township (Houghton Co.) Supervisor Bruce
Petersen believes that the expansion of broadband Internet
to his region in the Upper Peninsula would be a boon to the
smaller employers or self-employed who make up a portion of
the local economy. Efforts are underway by the Keweenaw Bay
Indian Community to bring broadband to the area.

In the Solar Valley area of the state, Saginaw Charter
Township (Saginaw Co.), ofﬁcials remain grateful for the
existing technology businesses that have brought innovation
to the area. “Every community has experienced a slow down
during the past several years,” said Bridget Smith, township
assistant director for community development. “We have been
very fortunate in the fact that we are in close proximity to
Dow Chemical and Hemlock Semiconductor, which have been
great economic boons. But we are extremely pleased with the
success and continued growth of our local corporations like
Morley Companies and Saginaw Control and Engineering, among
others.”

“Here in the U.P., we have ebbs and ﬂows in the local
economy, but we don’t have such peaks and valleys as other
areas of Michigan,” said Petersen, a 30-year resident of the
Houghton-Hancock area. “We don’t necessarily have a great
inﬂux of jobs, but I am seeing a number of people—more and
more—who are working out of their homes. They could be
telecommuting for a company in California, and the availability
of high-speed Internet would be highly valuable for them.
These days, such access is incredibly advantageous in the real
world.”

Though it may be easier said than done, in order to keep them
in the community, township ofﬁcials must sometimes become
an advocate for local businesses.

better economic development track is to make friends with your
local economic development organization (EDO). Many Michigan
counties have an economic development department, and there
are many regional EDOs throughout the state. If you haven’t
done so already, connect with EDO staff members, asking
how to better position your community in their economic
development efforts, and, more importantly, for their help and
assistance.

Business attraction. Many larger economic development
organizations today focus on targeted industries or industry
clusters. However, with our current economic downturn, being
overly selective can—and will—be problematic. Sure, we

Make friends with your local economic development
organization. One of the best and quickest ways to get on a

An emphasis focusing on regional—rather than individual—
outreach may prove more beneﬁcial. Promoting an entire
region’s assets can be a more effective draw than simply
highlighting one particular community. Such an approach can
have a “spillover” effect for the entire surrounding area.

Promoting an entire region’s assets can be a more
effective draw than simply highlighting one particular
community. Such an approach can have a “spillover”
effect for the entire surrounding area.
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In Grand Haven Charter Township (Ottawa Co.), economic
development efforts are always tied into the larger
geographic area. “The township does not promote itself
separate of our region, northwest Ottawa County,” said
township Superintendent/Manager Bill Cargo. “Five of the
area communities joined over the past two decades and
contract directly with the local chamber of commerce for
economic development activities, including retention calls,
marketing, training grants for local manufacturers, Community
Development Block Grant infrastructure grants, etc.”
The local chamber provides the township with regular reports
and updates on chamber efforts and activities.
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Cargo urges other townships to think regionally as part of
their economic development mindset. “Cooperate with other
municipalities,” he said. “You are stronger as part of a region
rather than a single local government. Move toward a goal of
creating jobs within your region rather than increasing the tax
base within your local unit.”
Echoes Smith, “I think Saginaw Charter Township and the
surrounding communities really beneﬁt from the spirit
of cooperation that exists in and among the different
communities. There is a general recognition that quality
development, whether it’s in our community or next door, has
direct and indirect beneﬁts to us.”
In the Upper Peninsula’s Copper Country, the Keweenaw
Economic Development Alliance has taken a leadership role
in Houghton, Keweenaw and Baraga Counties to help expand
and diversify the area’s economic base. More than two dozen
local governments are part of the alliance, which hosts monthly
meetings where new (or expanding) businesses are discussed,
and business people are welcomed—putting entrepreneurs face
to face with the local ofﬁcials with whom they will partner in
bringing new business to the community. “The meetings draw
between 80 and 100 people,” noted Petersen. “They are very
informative and beneﬁcial for us.”
A little further south, townships and other municipalities in
the Grand Traverse region have formed what Mansﬁeld calls a
“progressive relationship” with the Traverse City Area Chamber
of Commerce and the Traverse Bay Economic Development
Corporation. “These two agencies, which are integral with the
business, development and taxing jurisdictions, are associate
members of the Grand Traverse County MTA Chapter and attend
the meetings regularly,” Mansﬁeld said. “Conversely, they invite
myself, as the MTA District Director, and other elected ofﬁcials,
to sit on their various committees.
“As such, a positive, transparent and active line of communication has been developed to initiate early interaction with
any business or development consideration—saving time,
money and frustration. This has led to faster decision-making
and a better understanding and introduction to the affected
municipality.”
Not sure of EDOs in your area? Townships, especially those in
rural settings, can also connect with the local Michigan State
University Extension district ofﬁce (visit www.msue.msu.edu).
There are currently 13 MSU Extension Districts in the state—
two in the Upper Peninsula and 11 in the Lower Peninsula.
Economic development and job creation and retention are a
major focus of MSU Extension.

township employees assist businesses day to day, you may ﬁnd
yourself dead in the water in winning economic development
projects.
Word does get out—and business people hear it. Township
ofﬁcials should make an honest evaluation of township services
and the personnel who provide services to businesses. Finding
problems? Fix them! Take a look at other communities in your
area that seem to have a knack for successfully bringing in
new business and keeping their current businesses happy. They
likely excel in customer relations practices for businesses.
Urged Mansﬁeld, “Ofﬁcials at every level must open their
minds to new ideas and listen to what the business community
is telling them. They need to be as enthusiastic about their
constituents’ ideas as they are, to not be afraid to open their
policies and ordinances up for change, and instruct their
employees to be more service-oriented and less structured.”
While Saginaw Charter Township partners with a regional
economic development engine, Saginaw Future, to help
shepherd in new development, the township itself makes
it a priority have staff “at the ready” to offer assistance to
potential developers.
“We try to just be available,” said Smith. “We routinely
accompany perspective owners/developers to walk through
buildings and sites to determine any site or building changes.
We make arrangements so that all players [ﬁre, building,
mechanical/plumbing, electrical, public services, zoning] are
there at the same time so everyone can share their concerns.”
This attitude to “just be available” helps streamline the
community development process in the township. “What we
offer is an honest evaluation of the proposed development,”
said Smith. “That means that if you require a water main
extension, a ﬁre suppression system, etc., we are going to tell
you at the ﬁrst meeting. We like to provide reports in writing
and keep things consistent. We also try to keep things upfront.
There aren’t surprise requirements or elements that were not
previously discussed.”

▲

Put out your welcome mat. There is one component that
really helps in attracting new businesses and retaining existing
business for a community—making it easy to do business there.
If the permitting process is long and drawn out, the township
has unreasonable demands on businesses, or unresponsive

There is one component that really helps attract
new businesses and retain existing business for a
community—making it easy to do business there.
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Some townships offer tax incentives, or work with state
agencies to achieve abatements for certain businesses or in
certain areas. Grand Haven Charter Township has a policy
offering a 12-year tax abatement on real property and a sixyear industrial facilities tax (IFT) abatement on personal
property. “IFTs are covered under our administrative policies
and procedures, and are not controversial,” noted Cargo.
Even the simple stability of zoning can be a beneﬁt for
drawing businesses. “We are among the few townships in
the Upper Peninsula that has zoning,” said Petersen. “That
alone is a good business practice—people tend to like that
predictability.”
The township website. Your township’s website is probably
the most efﬁcient and inexpensive way to keep your residents
informed. It is also the business world’s window into your
community. Fully 90 percent of all site selection searches for
new facility locations or plant expansion analyses begin on the
Internet. Site selection consultants, corporate real estate and
operations executives, and commercial real estate professionals
and their staffs worldwide can be on the Web 24/7 researching
site selection options.
The economic development section of Saginaw Charter
Township’s website (www.saginawtownship.org), for example,
is a virtual how-to in terms of business development in the
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township. From online details about necessary permits, to links
to potential development sites and information about township
infrastructure, and even a downloadable “Guide to starting a
business in Saginaw Charter Township,” the township has taken
great efforts to put resources at the ﬁngertips of new and
expanding businesses.
See the sidebar at right for details on what information to
include in the economic development section of your township’s
website.

WORKING FOR A NEW MICHIGAN
All townships can make efforts to help retain or draw
businesses to their community or region. Coordinating
efforts with neighboring municipalities, showcasing your
township or area, and re-evaluating what township policies
are—or aren’t—working for the business environment are
just a few steps that ofﬁcials can take to bring prosperity
back to Michigan. ■
Brian Coughlin, President & CEO
Clinton County Economic Alliance, DeWitt
Coughlin can be reached at (517) 669-1345 or
coughlinb@cceami.org.
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Using the township website as an economic development tool
Your township website may be the only online representation
of your community that potential new businesses see on the
Internet if they are considering your geographical region
for a project. The same can be said for a Michigan company
that is looking to expand its market. Don’t have an economic
development section on your website? Consider adding one.
Here are some tips on what to include:

Community proﬁle. This is where to put your township’s best
assets forward. Remember, this may be the only section the
viewer reads to get a quick sense of what makes your township
unique, and where it is located. It is important to be honest;
don’t try to be something you are not. This is where you let
your township shine—if there are highly rated schools or a
special local tourist attraction in the area, this is the place to
feature it. And, use the Michigan assets mentioned on page 17
that apply to your community.
Available buildings and land. This the most important
section of the economic development section—after all,
you are trying to attract new businesses and jobs to your
community, so you have to show potential investors that you
have land to build on and/or existing buildings for lease.
Location maps, pictures and descriptions (including square
footage, etc.) are important for buildings, as are acreage and
zoning for parcels. Local real estate brokers, who are often
interested in helping because it will be an additional way to
market their listings, may be of assistance in gathering this
data.

Workforce. List the township’s largest employers, with the
number of workers they employ. Also include your county
workforce data from the U.S. Census website (www.census.gov)
to show the regional workforce pool that employers can draw
from in your region.

Saginaw Charter Township (Saginaw Co.) has created
a virtual “how-to” for business development in the
township on www.saginawtownship.org.

Education. Employers want to know about schools, community
colleges, and colleges and universities that serve a region so
that they can determine the quality of the local workforce and
the attractiveness of school systems for transferring workers
coming into the area. This section can simply be a listing and
enrollment ﬁgures for the local elementary, middle and high
schools in your township, as well as the universities, colleges
and community colleges within a 100-mile radius of your
community.
Infrastructure. Mention the community’s proximity to nearby
major state roads, highways and interstates; airports, rail and
ports if applicable; gas and electric utility suppliers; sewer and
water types; and telecommunications companies serving the
area, including broadband. Potential businesses need to know
what to expect in your community.

Maps. Maps and other visual representations will help
businesses and site selection professionals understand where
your township is located within Michigan; your proximity
to highways, airports and other transportation modes; and
potential markets. These are readily available on the Internet,
and while not a necessity to incorporate, they will make your
site look more professional and complete.

The quality and education level of your workforce is a key
component in attracting new businesses to your area.
Companies must be satisﬁed that workers in your area have
the skills or adaptability to learn the skills they need in their
workforce—for example, information technology companies
tend to locate in larger metro areas or near college towns,
while manufacturers have learned to appreciate the innate
mechanical skills that people in rural and agricultural areas
often develop while growing up.

Contact information. Perhaps obvious and completely
necessary, your contact information should include a phone
number, address and email address. Consider designating one
individual—such as the township supervisor or manager, or
chair of the township downtown development authority—to be
the single contact and have primary responsibility managing
economic development for the township.

Demographics. Much of the demographic data for your

NOT A DAUNTING TASK

township is available from the U.S. Census website. Be sure to
include population; population by age; households by income
levels; average and median household incomes; owner occupied,
renter occupied, and vacancy ratios; educational attainment;
size of your workforce; and unemployment rate. While anyone
can look up these statistics, site selection and real estate
professionals want it readily available and at their ﬁngertips.

While a website section for economic development might
seem to be a daunting task, it doesn’t have to be. Take one
component at a time, work at your own pace, and recruit
help from local experts like real estate professionals, graphic
designers, and even residents with some experience and
knowledge of websites and the Internet. The results just may
help boost the economic vitality of your community or region.
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