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Community Visioning and Economic Development Plan

Background
As part of extensive efforts to gauge local attitudes toward economic develop-
ment in Hillsdale County, the consultants conducted four public visioning
sessions.  The location and times of these events included:

1. Reading Elementary School Board Mtg. Room - January 20, 2005

2. Hillsdale County Senior Service Center - January 25, 2005

3. Somerset Township Offices - January 25, 2005

4. Pittsford Area Schools Cafeteria - January 26, 2005

These forums were organized by the Economic Growth Group (EGG), after
considerable discussion about locations, times and other organizational is-
sues.  A key consideration was that these forums should be held at conve-
nient locations throughout Hillsdale County to encourage participation.  Simi-
larly, one day time and three evening times were selected to provide greater
options for attendance.

Advance publicity for each of the four forums was extensive.  Prominent
newspaper articles appeared before and after each of the sessions and cap-
tured many of the key discussion points that took place.  In all, more than one
hundred people attended these forums which meet or exceeded many prior
expectations.   Those who participated also gave positive feedback to the
consultants and EGG members.   Most often, participants were pleased to
have had the chance to attend such an event and voice their concerns and
thoughts about economic development in Hillsdale County.

It is important to note that these events are considered to be one part of the
larger effort to understand local attitudes, needs and desires with respect to
economic development in Hillsdale County.   The results of these visioning
sessions are to be combined with interviews, focus group discussions and
impartial analysis to form the basis for a sound economic development strat-
egy for Hillsdale County.

In all, more than one hundred
people attended these forums
which meet or exceeded many

prior expectations.   Those who
participated also gave positive

feedback to the consultants
and EGG members.
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Session Format
The forums typically lasted between an hour and a half, and two hours.  In
general, they were conducted in a rather informal way, and all participants
were encouraged to speak and collectively share their thoughts.  The format
for these sessions was oriented toward seeking responses to six specific
questions.   These questions included:

1. What are the problems or issues we must address in Hillsdale
County to ensure that the community reaches its full eco-
nomic development potential?

2. For you to consider those efforts a success — what types of
jobs and businesses would exist in 2010?

3. What should the downtowns and business districts look like in
2010?  What types of goods and services would you like to
find in the business districts?

4. What is the image you want Hillsdale County to have in the
year 2010?

5. If the citizens, business community and government work
together over the next 5 years to make Hillsdale County the
very best it could be, what would you like to see result from
that effort?

6. Among the possible results from number 5 above, vote on one
thing would you like accomplished to improve the County’s
economic future?

The ideas generated from the group discussion were written down on large
posters and taped to the walls to provide visual reference.  The last question
was addressed by allowing the participants to vote using stickers.  Each
participant was given two stickers, each representing a “vote” that could be
cast for a particular idea generated from the discussion regarding question
number 5.  These votes were then placed next to the ideas generated from
the discussion that took place on question 5.
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Responses to Questions 1-4
The combined results of all four visioning sessions with respect to the first
four questions are provided below and have been grouped by the consult-
ants to help organize the collective thinking of all participants.  These
results include the ideas generated from the first four questions.   In a few
cases identical ideas generated by different groups were collapsed into a
single thought.  It is also important to note that the following list is not
provided to express or imply any sense of priority; rather, the intent of the
following material is to convey central themes evident from these discus-
sions.

Question #1-  What are the problems or issues we
must address in Hillsdale County to ensure that the
community reaches its full economic development
potential?

Jobs
Lack of jobs

Diversification of jobs - automotive, factory work

Lack of technical jobs

Wages
Need higher wage jobs

Current low wages

New companies need to pay more

Businesses
Companies are moving outside of County and Country

Need more local control of companies

Better retail shops (clothing) needed

Lack of Restaurants

Programs
Need funding to help companies start up

Promotion of local business

Need a better way to attract companies

Lack of programs/promotion of agricultural community

Lack of promotion of products produced here
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People
Need  educated younger people

Need entrepreneurs

Capitalize on “transient” populations (e.g. college, “lake people”)

We are attracting retired people only - who aren’t spending /
participating much

Motivation and education of workforce

Low education for residents

College grads are not staying in community

Diverse population - One size doesn’t fit all

Lack of residents with health insurance

Physical Spaces
Empty buildings - Hillsdale, Reading, Camden, North Adams

Clean up properties

Agriculture
Preservation of farm land

Lack of help to farmers (market grain)

Attitudes
Community pride

Resistance to change

Leadership

Cooperation between governmental agencies

Lack of communication

Government
County relying on Hillsdale College

Taxes

Government is not willing to advance community

Transportation
Public Transportation

Transportation Infrastructure

Infrastructure of Roads (is aging)

Education
Need better schools

General Ideas
Lack of activities (all ages) night club, place to hang out

Diversification
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Tourism - lack of attraction, culture, promotion

No business incubator

No SCORE chapter

Small airport

Marketing community

Housing
Improved housing

Senior housing

Question #2  -   As Hillsdale County reaches it full
economic potential, – what types of jobs and busi-
nesses would exist in 2010?

Technology
Higher Tech. Jobs

Research Jobs

Recruit tele-commuters (people who can work from home)

Agriculture
High end agriculture

Fair, horse racing, animal shows

Sports and Recreation
Recreation - capitalize on lakes

Winter sports activities (e.g. ice racing)

Arts and Entertainment
Arts–related jobs

Tourism / Hospitality
Hospitality Jobs

Retail and Tourism - lakes, recreation, Bed and Breakfasts

Lodging located in lake areas (e.g. Baw Beese Island)

Lodging located in downtown areas

Tourism preserve/promote local beauty

Vocational / Skills
Vocational jobs - training, school based shop classes

Skilled Labor - not simple assembly
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Elderly Support
Senior housing with supportive services

Other
Service Jobs

Jobs supporting college market

Increased energy production (local power production)

Small business growth

Retail stores

Manufacturing (small and large)

Question #3 - What should the downtowns and busi-
ness districts look like in 2010?  What types of goods
and services would you like to find in the business
districts?

Arts and Entertainment
Entertainment

Restaurants (open past 5:00 P.M.)

Movie theater downtown

Jazz club, arts, and artist studios

Higher end fine dining

Government
City/county buildings

Types of Retail
Hardware store

Service oriented

Wide variety

Antique shops

Old fashioned grocery store

Name brands

Other Goods and Services
Hotel (more lodging)

Health club

Hall rentals
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Desired Characteristics of What Downtowns Should Look
and Feel Like

Accessible/walkable

Customer/people friendly

Buildings blend in with the history of area

Attractive

Market each business district as a “group” (rather than individu-
ally)

Keep courthouse in downtown (Hillsdale)

Keep business districts together

People supporting business districts

Thriving with full or high occupancy

Green spaces

Multi-use buildings (housing)

Businesses to stay open past 5:00 - 6:00 P.M. and on Sunday

Facade improvements and interior

Attractive lighting, benches

Better and more parking

Rear entrances

Question #4 - What is the image you want Hillsdale
County to have in 2010?

Natural Environment
Clean, unspoiled

Green, rolling hills

Clean

Built Environment
Historic

General Image
Innovation

Strong education system

Source of energy production

Low - crime

Family friendly

Balance - work/play

Interesting
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Destination

Re-enforcing Hillsdale College

Nice college town

Modest

College and community working together

Something for college student to do

Tax abatements to commercial districts

Tourism Focus

Destination Location

Friendly community

Break old welfare image

Polished and Professional

Promote Historic Downtowns

Remove junk from yards

Elder Friendly

Positive Local media

Positive Community Attitude

Collaborative college relationship

Hillsdale County Visioning Sessions Priorities
Among the questions participants were asked at each of the four Visioning
Sessions was the following:  If the citizens, business community and
government work together over the next 5 years to make Hillsdale County
the very best it could be, what would you like to see result from that effort?
All of the ideas suggested by participants were posted on sheets of paper on
the wall. Attendees were then asked:  Among the possible results from the
above question, vote on two items you would like accomplished to improve
the County’s economic future?

Participates then voted for their priorities by placing stickers on the sheets
of paper containing the recommendations.  This process provided a sense
of the economic development priorities desired by each group of partici-
pants. The results are shown below in order of priority with votes in paren-
thesis.

If the citizens, business community
and government work together over

the next 5 years to make Hillsdale
County the very best it could be,

what would you like to see
result from that effort?
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Vision Session #1 — Reading Elementary School
January 20, 2005, 7:00 PM

(15) All sectors of the community working together.

(11) Improved business districts through renovation as part of an
improvement to the entire community.

(8) Increased entrepreneurship and support programs including
SCORE and business training.

(4) Economy is more diversified.

(3) More technology based development.

(2) Higher paying jobs.

(2) Steady and friendly growth.

(2) Lower cost of doing business.

(2) Reasons for customers to shop at various business districts.

(1) Improved tax structure that encourages economic development

(1) Clean-up and beatification of the County.

(0) Retention of existing jobs.

(0) Zoning in communities currently without these regulations.

(0) More competitive Workman’s Compensation rates.

(0) Educated Hillsdale County residents staying and working
in the community.

Vision Session #2 — Hillsdale County Senior Ser-
vice Center, January 25, 2005, 10:00 AM

(11) Higher wage jobs.

(10) More proactive leadership.

(7) Become a regionally known destination.

(6) Improve county-wide transportation services

(5) More incentives to attract business.

(5) Improve roads.

(3) More diverse (less cyclical) jobs.

(3) More entrepreneurship

(2) Attract more professionals

(2) More residents in the County.

(2) More housing options.

(2) Lifelong learning – integrated system.

(2) More services to support residents and businesses

(2) Storefronts fully occupied.

(0) Nominal unemployment.
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(0) Keep younger workers in the County.

(0) Adult education options.

(0) Youth activities (YMCA).

Vision Session #3 — Somerset Township Offices -
January 25, 2005, 7:00 PM

(5) Improved customer service.

(3) better paying jobs

(2) Preserve the current way of life.

(1) Retain local businesses.

(1) More responsive government.

(1) Marketing the communities together.

(1) Support the local economy.

(1) Secure economy

(1) 20% less government.

(0) Business incubator

(0) Maintain the current quality of life.

(0) Tax abatement for the business districts

Vision Session #4 — Pittsford Area Schools Caf-
eteria - January 26, 2005, 7:00 PM

(10) Revitalization of all our communities.

(8) More and higher paying jobs/employment.

(4) Unified marketing for tourism.

(2) Farmland preservation

(2) Marketing clubs and seminars for farmers.

(2) Diversification of jobs.

(2) Improved wages.

(1) More progressive agriculture.

(1) Planned growth.

(1) Attract a balance of families of all ages.

(1) Agricultural clubs for students to participate (FFA, 4-H)

(0) Plant to buy local crops to generate power or gas.

(0) Market Hillsdale to MIS

(0) Funding for programs.

(0) Convention center.

(0) Increased population.
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Summary and Preliminary Vision
While the participants at each of the four vision sessions arrived at differ-
ent priorities – there were several clear themes that were viewed as impor-
tant results in several or all of these meetings:

· All sectors of the community in Hillsdale County working
together.

· All business districts improved through more businesses and
renovation of buildings as part of an improvement to the
entire community.

· Entrepreneurship and support programs to support new jobs
and businesses are increased.

· Economy is more diversified.

· Higher paying jobs.

· More proactive leadership.

· Hillsdale County becomes a regionally known destination.

· Unified marketing of the County.

· Improved transportation system and better roads.

· Farmland preservation and related industries prosper.

Overall Vision
Based upon the priorities at the visioning sessions, discussions at the
focus groups and with the Economic Growth Group, a preliminary long-
term vision for Hillsdale County is emerging.  Before expressing this vision
in a more focused and familiar manner, it might be useful to try to express
this vision by imagining a resident in the future looking back over the last
10 years.  The community leaders of today would hope that such an indi-
vidual would be able to say the following things:

In the last 10 years, Hillsdale County has become an even greater place to
live.  We have a diverse local economy with low unemployment and we are
known for a high quality of life.  It has not always been like this.  The first
few years following the new millennium were tough.  Like many Midwest-
ern communities, we lost good paying jobs from plant closures, downsizing
and overseas competition.  We rebounded however, in a dramatic way
thanks to community leaders really pulling together with a common vision.

From the meetings we held and collaborative efforts in 2004 and 2005, we
came to discover that we as communities or individuals really weren’t so
isolated, and we found ways to build on our collective  strengths.  We
realized that if we were going to build a strong local economy, we needed to
continue doing everything possible to lure new companies to the area, and
we needed to take matters into our own hands and help build a local
economy around what is uniquely our own.  We saw that we needed to help
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people start their own businesses, whether it be a small endeavor based on
a hobby, an artistic expression, a restaurant, or a larger, more aggressive
venture involving new technologies.  We created a home for entrepreneur-
ship and we are now reaping the benefits.  Those new start-ups have
strong ties to the area since they were born here.  Along with new business
start-ups, we also saw employment growth from a generally rebounding
economy, and saw employment opportunities develop from tourism and
hospitality-related industries.  This came about because we were better
able to promote and develop our various attractions, historical features
and quality natural environment.

It wasn’t easy, but once we all bought in to the overall vision, we got busy
with key projects that made this all possible.  We developed partnerships
with institutions, we aggressively sought grants and we developed a “to do”
list of key things that needed to be done.  We still work on this list, getting
some things done, adding other things, putting things on hold, but always
moving forward.  We communicate better with each other than ever before,
and we have a shared sense of purpose, as all sectors of the Hillsdale
County community work together.  Our economy is thankfully much more
diversified than it was 10 years ago, and we are creating real wealth as our
local businesses grow and thrive.  All business districts in the County are
undergoing revitalization as a result of a better economy and increased
tourist activity.  There is no doubt that we are a significant weekend or
summer destination.  Thankfully, we have managed to grow our local
economy without forgetting to protect our scenic landscapes and natural
environment, which keeps visitors coming back.

In a more formal and more concise sense, the vision for Hillsdale County
might also be expressed as follows:

All sectors of the Hillsdale County community will workAll sectors of the Hillsdale County community will workAll sectors of the Hillsdale County community will workAll sectors of the Hillsdale County community will workAll sectors of the Hillsdale County community will work
together to grow and diversify the economy with highertogether to grow and diversify the economy with highertogether to grow and diversify the economy with highertogether to grow and diversify the economy with highertogether to grow and diversify the economy with higher
paying quality jobs.  The formation of new small busi-paying quality jobs.  The formation of new small busi-paying quality jobs.  The formation of new small busi-paying quality jobs.  The formation of new small busi-paying quality jobs.  The formation of new small busi-
nesses will be encouraged and they will thrive as thenesses will be encouraged and they will thrive as thenesses will be encouraged and they will thrive as thenesses will be encouraged and they will thrive as thenesses will be encouraged and they will thrive as the
result of new initiatives for entrepreneurship.  All busi-result of new initiatives for entrepreneurship.  All busi-result of new initiatives for entrepreneurship.  All busi-result of new initiatives for entrepreneurship.  All busi-result of new initiatives for entrepreneurship.  All busi-
ness districts will be enhanced as part of a revitaliza-ness districts will be enhanced as part of a revitaliza-ness districts will be enhanced as part of a revitaliza-ness districts will be enhanced as part of a revitaliza-ness districts will be enhanced as part of a revitaliza-
tion of the entire communitytion of the entire communitytion of the entire communitytion of the entire communitytion of the entire community.  Thr.  Thr.  Thr.  Thr.  Through it all, Hillsdaleough it all, Hillsdaleough it all, Hillsdaleough it all, Hillsdaleough it all, Hillsdale
County will become a regional destination with improvedCounty will become a regional destination with improvedCounty will become a regional destination with improvedCounty will become a regional destination with improvedCounty will become a regional destination with improved
transportation, services and quality of life.  Farmlandstransportation, services and quality of life.  Farmlandstransportation, services and quality of life.  Farmlandstransportation, services and quality of life.  Farmlandstransportation, services and quality of life.  Farmlands
and relatand relatand relatand relatand related industries will pred industries will pred industries will pred industries will pred industries will prosperosperosperosperosper, and natural land-, and natural land-, and natural land-, and natural land-, and natural land-
scapes will be preserved.scapes will be preserved.scapes will be preserved.scapes will be preserved.scapes will be preserved.


