Memorandum
To:

Anna Pinter, GLS Region V, I-69 Thumb Region
Brian Chapman, City Manager, City of Vassar, MI

From: Ilana Preuss, Recast City
Date: March 6, 2017
Re:

Small-Scale Manufacturing and Main Street in the I-69 Thumb Region and Vassar, MI

Introduction
The I-69 Thumb Region selected Recast City LLC to provide a training for local elected
leaders and economic development staff, and to provide a one-day workshop for a local
community on small-scale manufacturing and main street. The region selected the City of
Vassar for the assistance. Recast City led a one-day workshop in Vassar on the potential role
small-scale producers could play to strengthen the economic vitality of its historic downtown.
This memo is a summary of the community workshop and on-site interviews. The memo
includes a brief list of recommendations to strengthen the local small-scale production
businesses, and continue to support investment in the downtown.
The goals of the project were to:
-

Develop and lead a half-day, onsite training for local economic development and other
leaders about small-scale manufacturing and town center redevelopment.
Conduct one-day mini analysis in host community to gain a better understanding of the
challenges and opportunities for small-scale manufacturing in the target town/city and
provide this community with an overview of short-term actions to move forward.

The onsite visit was held February 8-9, 2017. On February 8th, Recast City provided a training
to regional leaders on benefits of small-scale manufacturing for local main streets and target
areas. On February 9th, Recast City met with local producers and other community leaders in
Vassar to understand the local context and potential for Vassar’s main street.
The intent of the workshop was to meet with local business and community leaders, share
information about local opportunities and challenges, and to provide the City of Vassar and its
local partners with an initial set of steps to bring more small-scale manufacturing businesses
downtown.
The group of stakeholders engaged to date will need to determine priorities within the
recommendations and work with the wider community to carry the effort forward.
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National Context
Demand is growing nation-wide to bring main streetfriendly production land uses back into our cities. Local
manufacturing is on the rise and small production is
cleaner and quieter than ever before. Communities that
recognize this demand and harness it will take a key
step to diversify local real estate markets and the
employment base.

Small-scale manufacturing
This is the umbrella term. It
includes all types of small
businesses producing tangible
goods. This includes businesses
producing goods in textile,
hardware, wood, metal, 3D
printing, and food. This also
includes hardware prototyping,
consumer product design and
prototyping, film production,
breweries and distilleries, and
local food production and
packaging.

Manufacturing is a key asset in many communities
already.
• For every $1 in manufacturing revenue,
communities receive $1.34 in output to other
sectors.
• The direct and indirect expenditures support 1.6
jobs in the surrounding community for every
manufacturing job.
• Craft entrepreneurship is on the rise, and a key part of small-scale production. Over 20
million products are currently sold on Etsy. Sales on the site grew from just over $300
million in 2010 to over $1.9 billion in 2014. While only 10 percent of the sellers are
full-time businesses, Etsy’s expansion into the wholesale market will bring more people
into the full-time production business.
Bringing these businesses and jobs back into downtown provides a number of benefits to our
communities:
Downtown is an Amenity: Small-scale producers and manufacturers attract people to main
street who want to be a part of the production community and support locally made items.
Events to showcase new products, and workshops on business development techniques, can
help bring people together, strengthen the community of producers and promote it as an
employment avenue to more neighbors. These events bring people together and can help to
create a vibrant street life that attracts people to downtown on a more regular basis.
Economic resiliency: Cities with a diverse set of small businesses can weather market changes
more successfully and are less likely to lose their growing businesses to other cities or
countries. Many cities are working on “economic gardening” – the concept of growing the size
and scale of existing local businesses – because these owners are most likely to stay in town.
Power of the Local Market: The growing movement of Buy Local is spreading across the U.S.
and providing producers with strong local markets alongside access to a global market through
the internet. Organizations like CincyMade, work to strengthen the community of local
producers and help them bring their products to market. More people are gravitating towards
unique and custom products on sites like Etsy, to pop-up holiday markets, or e-commerce
platforms like Huckberry. The local market is growing in power and the dollars spent in it are
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growing. Domestic designers are increasingly looking for domestic contract manufacturers to
do small batch runs of custom products.
Vassar is positioned to reap the benefits of the small-scale manufacturing sector to strengthen
its main street and to focus that energy to attract more investment and businesses to its
downtown.

Context in Vassar
The potential for small-scale manufacturing to grow and
anchor the downtown in Vassar is real. Local residents are
already producing items and the community has a strong
history in manufacturing. Additionally, the small
production businesses can bring a strong retail energy into
downtown, without being completely dependent on daily
foot traffic or annual events, and show local youth the
potential for entrepreneurs to stay in town.
Recast City interviewed four local business owners and
met with representatives from local, county and state
economic development organizations, the mayor, school
superintendent, and other local leaders. The assets and
challenges discussed below are based on the feedback of
those local stakeholders.

Vassar Assets
Vassar shows great pride in its community. The downtown is set in a beautiful environment
with historic buildings and a river. A number of government entities are already focused on
downtown reinvestment.
Community and Location
- Vassar has a strong history in manufacturing and many residents still work in the field.
Residents have a diverse set of production and trade skills.
- Many people have an entrepreneurial spirit – people are modest and understated about it,
but will step forward to act. According to one business owner, the community has many
“cool people doing cool things.”
- People hire local and shop local – and they are proud of it.
- Local harvest festival and farmers’ markets provide local producers with a low cost sales
avenue to launch businesses and try out new products.
- Neighboring community, Frankenmuth, has a commercial shared kitchen that is accessible
to Vassar residents.
- Main street buildings are affordable enough that some local businesses buy their own
building.
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Foot traffic on main street is strong, according to local business owners.
Buildings in downtown are historic and beautiful as is the river running through
downtown. Downtown contains a wonderfully renovated historic theatre.
Vassar has strong utilities including plenty of water capacity.
Regional farming community leads in organic produce.

Business Development Infrastructure
- Small Business Development Center provides mentors, business planning assistance and
helps to compile bank loan packages.
- Downtown Development Association
helps local businesses move to main
street buildings and serves an
important active role, including
grants for façade improvement and
capital improvements. The DDA
leadership works to create a positive
and supportive environment for new
business owners.
- A locally sponsored TV commercial
went out across the region and
brought people into town. It also
created pride in the community for
local business owners.
- Local, county and state economic
development corporations provide
low cost loans and deferred payments to businesses locating in town.
- State community development agency provides grants and loans to rehabilitate main street
buildings.
- Local bank, Frankenmuth Credit Union, provides loans to local small businesses.
- Liquor licenses are available for new businesses interested in locating in downtown.
- New superintendent of the public school is interested in using the school district’s bonding
power to look at how to fund apprenticeships and internships in manufacturing for high
school students.
- Some downtown production businesses are considering expansion. The downtown bakery is
expanding into wholesale goods. The refurbished furniture shop is considering online sales,
if they can keep up with in-store demand.
- Local high school has a kitchen and woodshop that can be used for training and small
business incubation by students.

Challenges Moving Forward
Vassar faces a number of challenges to strengthen the downtown and incorporate small
production businesses into its economic development strategy.
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Many buildings need capital investment for upgrades in wiring, plumbing, and to meet
building codes.
Some property owners are speculating on downtown buildings and leaving them vacant.
Downtown turns its back (its side) to the river and does little to activate the river frontage.
Lighting and landscaping are inconsistent across street blocks downtown.
Only a few events are hosted downtown.
The town is losing its community’s youth to neighboring school districts.
Sole proprietors who want to scale do not know where to find help.
Business owners find it difficult to find mentors for guidance to scale or stabilize their
businesses.
Bakery finds it difficult to hire qualified staff and retain them.
Local Chamber of Commerce is still developing its role in the community and with small
businesses. The Chamber will need to define its role with production sector.

Recommendations
These recommendations are focused on
strengthening the small-scale
manufacturing business sector in Vassar’s
downtown. Some of these activities may
benefit the business community more
broadly or downtown in general, which is
good for small-scale manufacturers as well
as other downtown business types.
The community will benefit greatly from
achieving two primary goals:
1. Identify and help existing local
producers improve online sales to strengthen revenue and stability so they can expand
and hire more local residents.
2. Connect the community’s “cool people” to cool spaces downtown and let them lead the
way.
Here are a number of short-term actions to help achieve these goals:
Identify existing small-scale manufacturing businesses in Vassar – Find both part-time and
full-time production businesses. Conduct outreach through downtown business owners, the
harvest festival and farmers market. Use all channels available within the community to find
at-home businesses, including faith institutions, community clubs, and other places people
gather. The City should make sure to include retail-facing production businesses as well as
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those providing a service or product to other businesses. Vassar will likely find many of these
businesses just through an aggressive word of mouth campaign.
Decide the appropriate roles for City, private sector partners, and other partners. Vassar should
decide what work will be led by the City versus what is right for community entities to lead.
The City should clearly articulate those roles to both the public and private sectors. This
should include a one-page list of where residents can go for different kinds of help for their
production business.
Meet with small-scale production businesses at their place of business. This shows the business
owners that the City sees them as a priority and allows City leaders to see their work in
person. Focus on how to champion these businesses and attract more, complimentary
production businesses into downtown. SBDC, DDA or other business community leaders could
lead this tour.
Convene a meeting in downtown of small-scale production businesses. This could be a meeting
of businesses with downtown storefronts as well as those who make products in Vassar. Work
with local producers to identify other business owners who may not be as known. Host the
meeting in a downtown location. Use this meeting to identify what kinds of business
development assistance is most needed.
Build a package of support for local small producers. It should include available spaces in
Vassar, grants and loans they can access from local, county and state Economic Development
Authorities, assistance available from the local Small Business Development Center, and pro
bono legal help.
Organize a monthly meet-up for local business owners, with a focus on product-based
businesses. Reach out to anyone who sells on Etsy or people who have connections to existing
downtown businesses. Survey the participants about topics that will be most helpful. Keep
meetings short and include networking time.
Recruit new ideas and new businesses through the Small Business Day and other community
events. Set up places for people to post ideas for businesses they would like to see in Vassar –
display it publicly. Invite people to sign up for a business owner 101 event.
Use existing community events (and consider adding others) to showcase local production
businesses. Some of the events to consider include: Riverfest, Pumpkin Festival, Christmas
Tree Lighting, Rotary Wine Walk, Spring Fling, and the theatre events.
Partner with the theatre to organize craft markets along main street around major theatre
evenings. Consider closing the street for these events, invite food trucks and food booths, and
an outdoor beer garden. Promote the craft products and the event across the region.
Work with downtown businesses to establish later hours in the summer and on dates of local
festivals and markets. This should include all events organized in and near downtown. The
City and its partners should promote the local businesses extended hours through the events.
Consider small grants or incentives to promote consistent evening hours on summer weekends.
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Partner with the schools to showcase job opportunities in production-based businesses and
entrepreneurship in the community. This should include bringing business owners and
employees into the schools to talk about their work, as well as bringing students into
production spaces for site visits.
Projects to consider for the longer-term:
Conduct a feasibility analysis for a small shared commercial kitchen. Consider the needs of
Vassar’s food producers, the facilities in surrounding communities, and whether or not there is
a gap to be filled. Discuss potential of using the kitchen at the local high school to gauge
demand.
Brand the small-scale manufacturing sector as a key business sector for Vassar. Residents in
the region and tourists coming through the town should know that Vassar has an amazing
asset of small-scale production businesses. People are attracted to see the production take place,
and home-based production businesses will be attracted into town as the brand grows.
Invest in a shared production space in downtown or in the local high school that will be open
to the public. These types of facilities are often referred to as a “makerspace.” They are open to
the public for a daily or monthly fee, and provide educational programming for local residents
to learn how to use a variety of tools for work in wood, metal, and electronics. Community
leaders in Vassar should consider connecting a space such as this with the business
development and entrepreneurship programming offered by SBDC to teach more local
residents how to create small production businesses. Access to these tools may attract more
small producers from the region into town.

Conclusion
Vassar is well positioned to identify, promote and expand its sector of small-scale
manufacturing businesses. Residents are excited to see more energy brought into downtown.
Entrepreneurs are diligently creating products at home and selling them in the community,
throughout the region and online. Vassar can bring more vibrancy, jobs and showcase its
community pride for downtown by harnessing the power of all these elements together.
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