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Background 
Michigan Association of Regions (MAR) is seeking a contractor to serve as its Executive Director in a part-time role. MAR 
is a nonprofit statewide association of the 14 public regional planning and development organizations established under state 
legislation. Specifically, MAR is organized as a 501(c)(3) public charity with 509(a)(2) status and therefore is not subject to 
FOIA or OMA. More information about MAR can be found on its website: http://www.miregions.com 

MAR Mission Statement: The Michigan Association of Regions (MAR) is committed to the advancement and advocacy 
of Michigan’s planning regions as a means to support sustainable, collaborative communities and a prosperous state. 

 
MAR Vision Statement: The Michigan Association of Regions and its members work together to promote regional 
strategies, partnerships, and solutions to strengthen the economic competitiveness and quality of life across Michigan’s 
communities. 
 
MAR Value Statements:  

• MAR supports and believes in the power of community.  
• MAR is committed to empowering and growing the capacity of its members to serve local governments and improve 

communities’ assets.  
• MAR believes in working across boundaries in order to enhance efficiency and coordination, and gain broader 

perspectives that will lead to local, regional, and statewide prosperity.  
• MAR members are committed to working together to develop best practices for programs that will move the state 

forward.  
 

 
Job Summary 
MAR requires a part-time contracted Executive Director to facilitate its mission of supporting its membership of planning 
regions. Meetings currently take place monthly, virtually through Zoom meetings, with meetings on odd numbered months with 
partners, and even number months with MAR members only.  The Executive Director is the primary point of contact for MAR 
and will provide leadership and administrative support. The Executive Director reports to the MAR Board of Directors. 

 
 
Duties and Responsibilities 

• Advocate the interests of regional councils with office of the governor; inform governor’s staff regarding the 
programs, services, and activities of the regional councils. 

• Advocate the interests of regional councils with the Michigan Legislature and appropriate committees of the House 
and Senate; inform them regarding the programs, services, and activities of regional councils. 

• Work with Michigan state departments (MDOT, EGLE, MDNR, MSP, MEDC, OMB and others) to strengthen 
the relationship with regional councils; advocate the use of regional councils in the delivery of state services with 
the objective of cost savings to the state. 

• Work with individual regional councils regarding issues that transcend regional boundaries and require a statewide 
approach through MAR. 

• Prepare and distribute meeting notices, agenda, and minutes for MAR meetings. 
• Assist with the implementation of actions items in the MAR annual Work program. 
• Prepare and distribute to the MAR Board of Directors a monthly progress report on the implementation of the 

MAR annual work plan together with a summary of all activities performed and contacts made on behalf of MAR. 
• Inform MAR Board of Directors of any potential conflict of interest between MAR and the Executive Director. 
• Seek out and coordinate the application of state and/or federal grants and administer those grants. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.miregions.com/
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Qualifications 
The following desired items are in no particular order: 

• Relationships with State of Michigan departments 
• Relationships with legislative and executive branch 
• Understanding of Michigan regional planning organizations 
• Understanding of grant opportunities and program funding streams that would benefit MAR or its’ Members 
• Grant writing and administration experience. 
• Pursuit of sustainable funding 
• Good understanding of technology, uses, implementation etc. 
• Good communicator; oral, written 
• Understanding of vision and mission of planning regions in Michigan 
• Understanding of issues and trends of regional planning 
• Meeting facilitator or moderator 
• Organizational skills 
• Experience with a nonprofit 

 
 

MAR Schedule for 2020-2021 
Primarily during 2020-2021 the Association meetings will be conducted virtually due to the COVID-19 pandemic, through 
Zoom meetings.  Executive Director would be required to prepare for and attend every meeting. 
 

•            January 12, 2021 – MAR with partners •            July 13, 2021 – MAR with partners 
•            February 9, 2021 – MAR members •            August 10, 2021 – MAR members 
•            March 9, 2021 – MAR with partners •            September 14, 2021 – MAR with partners 
•            April 13, 2021 – MAR members •            October 12, 2021 – MAR members 
•            May 11, 2021 – MAR with partners •            November 9, 2021 – MAR with partners 
•            June 8, 2021 – MAR Annual meeting (virtual) •            December 14, 2021 – MAR members 

 
 
Response Procedure 
Responses are due by May 15, 2021 at 5 p.m. EDT. Responses are expected in pdf format emailed to MAR President, Erin 
Kuhn at ekuhn@wmsrdc.org.   Please include the following in your response: 

• Resume of the principal candidate to fulfill the role of Executive Director 
• Three references of the principal candidate, with contact information 
• If an organization, a description of the company 
• Describe any conflicts of interest of the company or the individual with MAR, its Board, or constituent planning 

regions (note this is not disqualifying) 
• A narrative describing suitability of the principal candidate for this position; describe the extent to which the 

candidate possesses the desired qualifications. 
• Examples of previous work 
• An acknowledgement of budget, duties, responsibilities, and meeting attendance 
• An acknowledgement of contractor status for this role 

 
Responses received before the deadline listed above will be acknowledged promptly via email as received. Responses 
received after the deadline will be deemed unresponsive. MAR reserves the right to accept or reject any or all proposals, to 
resolicit proposals, to waive any irregularities, to negotiate pricing and to select the proposal deemed to be in the best 
interests of MAR. Issuance of this RFP does not obligate MAR to award a contract nor is MAR liable for any costs incurred 
by the respondent in the preparation and submittal of the proposal. 

mailto:ekuhn@wmsrdc.org
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Compensation 
Compensation will be negotiable depending upon respondent’s experience and qualifications. 
 
 
Selection 
MAR will evaluate proposals and interview qualified candidates in determining its final selection. A selection committee 
will develop internal criteria for making the final selection that will not be shared. Finalist (perhaps two finalists) selection 
and notification will occur on or before May 30, 2021, with final selection on or before June 8, 2021. The selected 
contractor will be expected to promptly execute a short agreement. Start date is undefined at this point; however, the 
expectation is August 2021. Initial term of the contact will be to the annual meeting, with annual renewals contemplated. 
 

 
Questions 
Please direct any questions to MAR President, Erin Kuhn via email only at ekuhn@wmsrdc.org.  

mailto:ekuhn@wmsrdc.org
mailto:vince@carahaly.com
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Figure 1: The Michigan Association of Regions advocates for the quality of life across Michigan’s communities - from the Lake 
Michigan shoreline in Muskegon (left) in Region 14  to the inland beauty of Gaylord (right) in Region 9. 

Executive Summary 
This strategic plan is an organizational development document that, through the process of capturing and 
documenting the organization’s mission, vision, values and goals, will guide the direction of the Michigan 
Association of Regions (MAR) from 2020 into 2025. 

As its mission, MAR is committed to the advancement and advocacy on behalf of Michigan’s planning 
regions as a means to support sustainable, collaborative communities and a prosperous state. 

As it looks to the future, MAR and its members have a vision to work together to promote regional 
strategies, partnerships and solutions to strengthen the economic competitiveness and quality of life 
across Michigan’s communities.  

As it carries out its mission and vision, MAR embodies its core values: 1) MAR supports and believes in 
the power of community, 2) is committed to empowering and growing the capacity of its members to serve 
local governments and improve communities’ assets, 3) believes in working across boundaries in order to 
enhance efficiency and coordination, and gain broader perspectives that will lead to local, regional and 
statewide prosperity, and 4) MAR members are committed to working together to develop best practices 
for programs that will move the state forward. 

Informed by the mission, vision and value statements, as well as an analysis of the organization’s self-
identified strengths and weaknesses, this plan concludes with proposed goals and action steps.  

Introduction 
The economic renaissance of Michigan depends equally on the vibrancy of its small towns and villages as 
it does on the prosperity of its large cities. To sustain wellbeing locally requires regional cooperation to 
drive the state forward. Michigan’s regional planning organizations (RPOs) are uniquely positioned to 
leverage local communities’ distinctive assets to facilitate collaborative efforts statewide. To represent the 
interests of regional planning and policy in the state, Michigan’s fourteen RPOs partnered to form the 
Michigan Association of Regions (MAR). Since its inception, MAR has dedicated its efforts to support 
regions in a variety of ways, including advocacy for regional programs and policy, serving as a touch point 
for statewide local connections and successfully building relationships across boundaries.  
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Figure 2: Michigan regions are made up of both rural and urban communities. Among Michigan’s many unique urban 
communities, the City of Jackson (left) in Region 2 and Upper Peninsula’s City of Houghton (right) in Region 13. 

A Brief History of Regional Planning in Michigan 
In 1945, the Michigan Legislature passed the Regional Planning Act which created multi-jurisdictional 
agencies that would perform a coordinating role in the provision of public infrastructure, with a particular 
emphasis on the highway system. These agencies would be empowered to conduct all types of research 
studies, collect and analyze data, prepare maps, charts and tables, and all necessary studies. However, 
the state of Michigan has not provided the agencies with statutory funding since the 1980s. The regional 
planning agencies exist today as a testament to their adaptability, offering services in response to local 
needs and creatively structuring their funding in order to survive into the 21st Century.  

   
Figure 3: Michigan’s regions play an important role in transportation and infrastructure planning. An asphalt upgrade project in 
Genesee County in Region 5 is pictured left. A solar energy plant (right) in Delta provides electricity for 3,300 homes in Region 6. 

Regional planning agencies have evolved to meet the requirements prescribed by certain federal and 
state programs, particularly those concerning transportation and economic development. Under the 
administrations of President Barack Obama and Michigan Governor Rick Snyder, regional planning saw 
new incentives through the Michigan’s Regional Prosperity Initiative (RPI). This temporarily increased 
funding for regional planning, but under changing administrations both are now a thing of the past. These 
short-lived initiatives, and the successes they made possible, represent both a growing interest in 
regional planning as well as a current, pressing need for new and stable funding for regional agencies. 

The RPI was established in 2013 and was the first direct state support of regional planning in decades, 
outside of transportation funding. RPI tweaked the borders of some regions and brought some into 
collaboration by merging them with one another. The RPI was a gateway into a stronger regional way of 



  Executive Summary 
  A Brief History of Regional Planning in Michigan 

Michigan Association of Regions Strategic Plan  6 
Gibbs Planning Group, Inc.    
10 January 2020 

thinking in Michigan and resulted in regional flexibility and collaboration. It also allowed planning regions 
to further demonstrate their value in providing successful service delivery of state and federal funds. 
Thus, now is a timely opportunity for MAR to advocate for stable funding sources that will in turn foster 
regional collaboration rather than competition while meeting the individual needs of regions and local 
communities. 

Michigan is historically a “home rule” state, however, it is possible to also support multi-jurisdictional 
cooperation that will create unified, collaborative regions rather than ones that are increasingly fractured 
and divided. MAR, as the aggregate of local representation and collaboration through its members, is in a 
strong position to convene regional planning policy that reflects the power of “home rule” and local 
governance. MAR is poised to be a leading voice to raise awareness of intertwined issues that are better 
addressed with regional solutions for service delivery efficiency and cost-effectiveness. 
 

   
Figure 4: Recreation and trail planning is one area of regional planning efforts’ success in Michigan. The Apple Cider Century is 
an annual bike tour of the orchards, forests and wine country around the town of Three Oaks (left) in Region 4. River Rouge Park 
is a major recreation asset in the Detroit area (right) in Region 1. 

Michigan’s RPOs are responsible for many fundamentally regional areas of concern including 
infrastructure, transportation, environmental (air and water quality), economic development, land use, 
recreation, housing, and more recently broadband infrastructure. The pressing issue of climate change 
also calls for regional and statewide coordination, including activities such as resiliency planning, hazard 
mitigation and shoreline erosion protection. Another expanding area of regional work is in asset 
management. Asset management is a strategic and systematic process of maintaining, upgrading and 
operating physical assets and infrastructure cost-effectively.  
 
Varying greatly in number of staff and in budget size, as well as in the extent of geography covered and 
the diverse populations they represent, Michigan’s RPOs are highly professional, dedicated 
organizations.  They have developed valuable connections with local communities and maintain their non-
partisan role with a strong ability to convene and collaborate to achieve regional goals. Affiliating as a 
statewide group to advocate for regional planning provides MAR members with a professional platform to 
unify under a single mission that has the advancement of all Michigan’s communities at its heart. 
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The Mission, Vision and Values of MAR 

Mission Statement  
The Michigan Association of Regions (MAR) is committed to the advancement and advocacy on behalf of 
Michigan’s planning regions as a means to support sustainable, collaborative communities and a 
prosperous state. 

Vision Statement  
The Michigan Association of Regions (MAR) and its members work together to promote regional 
strategies, partnerships and solutions to strengthen the economic competitiveness and quality of life 
across Michigan’s communities. 

Value Statements  
• MAR supports and believes in the power of community 
• MAR is committed to empowering and growing the capacity of its members to serve local 

governments and improve communities’ assets  
• MAR believes in working across boundaries in order to enhance efficiency and coordination, and 

gain broader perspectives that will lead to local, regional and statewide prosperity 
• MAR members are committed to working together to develop best practices for programs that will 

move the state forward 

Notes on the Plan 
This five-year strategic plan provides a firm vision to allow MAR to move forward and enough flexibility to 
act on new opportunities and respond to unforeseen changes as they arise in the future. The plan seeks 
to recognize that some short-term goals may become long-term and find their way to fruition in the third, 
fourth or fifth years. Long-term goals listed here are thus broader in spirit, as they will need to be revisited 
and, at such time, allow for specific action steps to be applied.  
 
Please reference Appendix A for all stakeholder feedback on the mission, vision, values and goals set 
forth in this plan. 
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Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses 
Through stakeholder input, participants identified how they perceived MAR’s performance in a variety of 
areas. The results indicate where MAR can capitalize on its strengths and improve on weaker areas to 
achieve its goals (see Appendix A, Figures 9 – 20).  
 
Areas of strong performance include: 

• Building collaborative relationships within regions 
 
There are some areas that received split responses, indicating that MAR may perform these roles well at 
times but needs improvement. These include: 

• Building collaborative relationships across regional boundaries 
• Building collaborative relationships with other statewide organizations and agencies 
• Building collaborative relationships with federal organizations and agencies 

 
Finally, there are several areas that MAR stakeholders identified with historically weak performance, 
requiring attention and action in order to work towards MAR’s mission and the goals of this plan. These 
areas include: 

• Communicating the value of regions to the public and partners 
• Advocating at the state level for policies that support and/or protect regional planning, regional 

economic development and regional sustainability 
• Acting as a leading voice on statewide issues that impact regions 
• Building a network of constituents and stakeholders to call on to support regional initiatives and 

policy 
• Providing training and education to support regional planning initiatives 
• Facilitating a network of support and capacity building for regions 
• Growing fund development and revenue sources for all regions 

 
MAR stakeholders were asked to think about something they believed MAR has done poorly in the past 
and how the organization might work to improve upon it. To summarize the responses, a theme emerged 
on MAR’s need to come together, unify and consequently act and function as a group. This applies both 
internally, such as in decision making processes, and externally in how effective the organization will be 
in achieving its advocacy and outreach goals.  
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Strategic Goals 

Overview 
The five goals below were created based on previous strategic planning done by MAR and on feedback 
gathered during a stakeholder input session on 07 October 2019.  
 

 
 

1. Identify, pursue and obtain funding opportunities to support the Mission 

and the sustainability of MAR and the Regional Planning Organizations 
 

2. Improve MAR’s identity through advocacy and outreach 
 

3. Improve capacity through training and education  

                                  of all levels of regional councils 
 

4. Pursue pilot programs that demonstrate the value of MAR and the 

RPOs, replicable across the state 
 

5. Enhance the agency of the group and internal accountability through 

MAR policies and standards 
 

 
 
In order to effectively strategize, MAR stakeholders provided scores on four attributes including 1) 
importance, 2) urgency, 3) relevancy to MAR’s mission and 4) likelihood of accomplishing each of the five 
strategic goals. The scores received negative one (-1) point if a participant disagreed that it should be a 
goal of this strategic plan. The average score of each goal on each of these attributes is displayed in 
Appendix A - Figure 23. 
 
The attribute analysis gives a better picture of not only what MAR wants to accomplish within the next five 
years, but also gauges what stakeholders believe may be realistically achievable. MAR may also choose 
to focus its efforts and priorities based on certain attributes: for instance, some goals may be very 
relevant to the mission but are less urgent. This data combined with MAR’s strengths and weaknesses 
informs what action steps should be taken to reach these goals. 
 
The following pages are dedicated to explaining each goal in further detail, along with strategies, action 
steps and time frames. Tools and resources for each goal provide links to case studies and examples to 
help provide some initial guidance in working towards these priorities. 
 
The order in which these goals are presented was based on the total average attribute score they 
received from stakeholder feedback. However, MAR may prioritize these goals and focus their efforts as 
an organization however they see fit. 
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Action Steps and Timeframes 
 

 

1. Identify, pursue and obtain funding 
opportunities to support MAR's Mission, and 
the sustainability of MAR and the Regional 

Planning Organizations 
               Total Average Attribute Score: 3.76 

Purpose 

When asked if MAR were to achieve only one of its goals in the next five years, the answer was 
overwhelmingly to secure stable funding. This goal scored the highest in the areas of 
importance, urgency, and relevancy. It received a lower average score on the likelihood of 
achievement, indicating a need for strong dedication, commitment and persistence on this goal if 
it is to be realized. It is also intertwined with an expressed long-term goal to hire staff, which 
came up frequently throughout the survey responses. MAR’s limited membership base restricts 
the organization from increasing revenue as other statewide membership organizations do, so 
creative and innovative mechanisms for funding will need to be explored. It will be difficult to 
advocate effectively (another goal of this plan) unless MAR has a clear understanding of what 
it’s asking for in terms of funding.  

Short-term 
strategy   

 (by 2021) 
Investigate and identify funding needs and priority areas that align with MAR's mission and 
values. Develop fiscal policies to guarantee the highest and best use of available resources.  

Actions 

Create Finance Committee to 
be the champion of this goal, 
with the purpose to lead, 
organize, delegate, ensure 
transparency and report 
regularly on progress. 

Study alternatives, pros, cons, 
trade-offs and decide on a 
focused path for attainment of 
sustainable funding for regional 
planning organizations in 
Michigan. 

Explore what works for 
other statewide 
organizations in Michigan: 
identify funding needs and 
sources for the hire of an 
Executive Director.  

Long-term 
strategy    

 (by 2025) 
Actively following a clearly defined and agreed upon path towards sustainable funding priorities. 

Actions  

Foster and engage a network 
of support for regions to call 
upon to support funding 
initiatives (may include 
legislative advocacy). 

Create and manage a grant 
database or other resources to 
publicize opportunities for 
regions. 

Grow innovative and/or 
underutilized funding 
mechanisms. 

Tools and 
Resources 

 
Report: “An Assessment of the Role and Funding of Michigan Regions”: 
https://reicenter.org/upload/An%20AssessmentoftheRoleandFundingofMichigaRegions.ScottLy
man.Finished.pdf  
 
Several states, among them, Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, North Carolina, and Texas, 
provide direct financial support to regional planning agencies. While Michigan’s government is 
structured differently, and each state must work within its own structure, it may provide insight to 
learn from and contact some of these states. 
 
Connecticut: https://portal.ct.gov/OPM/IGPP-MAIN/Grants/Regional-Planning-State-Grant-in-
Aid/Regional-Planning-State-Grant-in-Aid   

https://reicenter.org/upload/An%20AssessmentoftheRoleandFundingofMichigaRegions.ScottLyman.Finished.pdf
https://reicenter.org/upload/An%20AssessmentoftheRoleandFundingofMichigaRegions.ScottLyman.Finished.pdf
https://portal.ct.gov/OPM/IGPP-MAIN/Grants/Regional-Planning-State-Grant-in-Aid/Regional-Planning-State-Grant-in-Aid
https://portal.ct.gov/OPM/IGPP-MAIN/Grants/Regional-Planning-State-Grant-in-Aid/Regional-Planning-State-Grant-in-Aid
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2. Improve MAR's identity through  
advocacy and outreach 

Total Average Attribute Score: 3.53 

Purpose  

The successful advocacy and outreach of MAR will have a positive spinoff on many of the 
other goals of this plan.  Stakeholders saw this goal as the most likely to achieve, and there 
are fewer barriers to implementing an effective communications strategy. With so many modes 
of communication, it is important to clarify the messaging and use effective methods to grab 
and hold the attention of the intended audience. Increasing awareness of MAR's work and 
purpose will allow the organization to further its other priorities and foster public understanding 
of the value of regional planning and cooperation.  

Short-term 
strategy 

(by 2021) 

Identify priority issues of advocacy and related audience and key messages by developing 
and implementing a communications plan. All MAR members will be equipped to speak on 
MAR’s goals and purpose and educate on the importance of regionalism.  

Actions 

Create Communications 
and Legislative 
Committees to be the 
champion of this goal, 
with the purpose to 
lead, organize, 
delegate, ensure 
transparency and report 
regularly on progress. 

Implement a website and social 
media strategy, determine 
objectives and messaging. 
Regularly update "news" 
section. Publish an Annual 
Impact Report on MAR’s 
activities and other information 
relevant to statewide regional 
planning, highlight member 
activities, partnerships, and 
success stories. 

Publish a yearly brief on MAR’s 
priorities for Federal and State 
issues and advocacy, including 
information on key legislation. 
This brief shall reflect 
consensus issues. If consensus 
can’t be reached, the MAR 
priorities should be to move 
policy in a direction that reaches 
consensus among the regions.   

Long-term 
strategy 

(by 2025) 

Lead a coalition of supporters for identified policy objectives, facilitating discussion on 
legislative topics of interest, implementing year-round strategies for communication and 
engagement of elected officials and stakeholders. 

Actions  
Maintain strategic relationships with statewide agencies and pursue opportunities to advocate, 
including, relationships with statewide media sources, partnerships with other advocacy 
organizations, speaking opportunities at conferences and events, publicity and awards that 
showcase MAR members work. 

Tools and 
Resources 

Illinois Association of Regional Councils: https://ilarconline.org/resources/legislation  
 
Southern California Council of Governments 
http://www.scag.ca.gov/Documents/2019FederalLegislativePriorities.pdf  
https://www.facebook.com/SCAGmpo  
 
Louisiana Association of Planning and Development Districts partnership network: 
http://www.lapdd.org/partnership-network/ 
 
Michigan Municipal League list of affiliates: http://www.mml.org/about/affiliates.htm 

 
 

https://ilarconline.org/resources/legislation
http://www.scag.ca.gov/Documents/2019FederalLegislativePriorities.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/SCAGmpo
http://www.lapdd.org/partnership-network/
http://www.mml.org/about/affiliates.htm
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3. Improve capacity through training and 
education of all levels of regional councils 

Total Average Attribute Score: 3.47 

Purpose  
Training and education received the second highest score in overall importance after 
funding, and the second highest in likelihood of achievement. MAR already performs well 
as a connection point and information sharing hub between regional councils, and this 
goal can build on that strength.  

Short-term 
strategy 

(by 2021) 
Identify training and education opportunities, needs and priorities, plan and implement a 
regular schedule of such opportunities.  

Actions 

Create Education 
Committee to be the 
champion of this goal, with 
the purpose to lead, 
organize, delegate, ensure 
transparency and report 
regularly on progress. 

Publish calendar featuring 
upcoming education and 
training opportunities, 
both MAR-hosted events 
and partner events 
(workshops, panels, 
webinars, conferences, 
etc.). 

Explore opportunities to offer 
MAR-hosted capacity building 
education and trainings open 
to public/partners, possible 
revenue sources. 

Long-term 
strategy  

(by 2025) 
Create an enduring organizational culture of high performance and continuous 
improvement.     

Actions 

Facilitate data and information sharing, 
technical assistance sharing and integrated 
needs assessment among regions to build 
knowledge and capacity that enhances 
regional resilience statewide. 

Create a culture of organizational 
excellence by participating in board 
development and training. 

Tools and 
Resources 

Texas Association of Regional Councils: https://txregionalcouncil.org/events/ 
 
New Hampshire Association of Regional Planning Commissions: 
http://www.nharpc.org/educational-materials/ 
 
Minnesota Association of Development Organizations retreat: 
http://www.mnado.org/2019-retreat/ 
 
California Association of Councils of Governments Academy for Regional Leaders: 
https://www.calcog.org/index.php?submenu=WhatsHappening&src=landing&ref=leaders
hipacademy 
 
Michigan Municipal League training and events: 
http://www.regionalbestpractices.org/best-practices/  

 
 
 

https://txregionalcouncil.org/events/
http://www.nharpc.org/educational-materials/
http://www.mnado.org/2019-retreat/
https://www.calcog.org/index.php?submenu=WhatsHappening&src=landing&ref=leadershipacademy
https://www.calcog.org/index.php?submenu=WhatsHappening&src=landing&ref=leadershipacademy
http://www.regionalbestpractices.org/best-practices/
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4. Pursue pilot programs that demonstrate the 
value of MAR and the Regional Councils, 

replicable across the state 
Total Average Attribute Score: 3.24  

Purpose 

Demonstrating the value of MAR through effective and replicable programming scored an 
overall average of 3.24. To become a leading voice in the state for regional prosperity, 
this goal builds on and supports the others. Stakeholders expressed that their 
partnerships are not always seen as mutually beneficial, that regional planning 
organizations provide a needed service to the state that isn't recognized enough. Telling 
MAR's story through improved outreach, advocacy and marketing will help change 
perceptions. However, it is equally as important not just to tell, but show. This goal is also 
heavily intertwined with funding. 

Short-term 
strategy 

(by 2021) 

Brainstorm and develop pilot programs or leverage existing programs and partners that 
will successfully demonstrate the value of MAR as a statewide association, and regional 
planning in general, while focusing on a determined priority area (workforce 
development, housing, etc.) and aligning with other federal, state and regional initiatives. 

Actions 

Create Programming Committee 
to be the champion of this goal, 
with the purpose to lead, 
organize, delegate, ensure 
transparency and report regularly 
on progress. 

Speak to other statewide 
organizations that focus on 
regional prosperity to find 
possible partnerships; seek 
new non-traditional 
partnerships to broaden the 
impact.  

Identify and pursue 
funding needs; 
coordinate resources, 
stakeholders, and 
partners. 

Long-term 
strategy 

(by 2025) 
Initiate planning and program development for a replicable statewide project with 
measurable outcomes that demonstrates the value of regional planning. 

Actions  

MAR Executive Director to 
oversee and manage project, 
work closely with Programming 
Committee partners/sponsors, 
assess effectiveness. 

Communications Committee to publish project 
updates, highlights and outcomes using website, 
social media channels, or other media. 

Tools and 
Resources 

North Carolina Association of Regional Councils of Governments statewide strategy for 
community and economic development: https://www.ncregions.org/nc-tomorrow/ 
 
Massachusetts Association of Regional Planning Agencies, Regional Best Practices: 
http://www.regionalbestpractices.org/best-practices/  
 
Minnesota Association of Development Organizations DevelopMN initiative: 
http://www.mnado.org/developmn/ 

https://www.ncregions.org/nc-tomorrow/
http://www.regionalbestpractices.org/best-practices/
http://www.mnado.org/developmn/
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5. Enhance the agency of the group and 
internal accountability through MAR policies 

and standards 
Total Average Attribute Score: 2.32 

  

Purpose 

This goal received the lowest average scores in likelihood, relevancy, urgency, and 
importance. However, stakeholder feedback indicated that there is a need to review 
organizational structure, governance and standards. This goal is necessary to allow 
the organization to operate more efficiently, avoid paralysis and ensure that progress is 
possible. Achieving this plan's goals will be made easier by MAR functioning as a 
unified group, with consistent, logical and fair internal processes for decision-making 
and taking action.  

Short-term 
strategy 

 (by 2021) 

Agree upon and adopt internal structures, policies, rules and processes for carrying the 
organization forward to achieve its goals with a problem-solving, solution-finding 
emphasis. 

Actions 

Create MAR Policy 
Committee to be the 
champion of this goal, with 
the purpose to lead, organize, 
delegate, ensure 
transparency and report 
regularly on progress. 

Review MAR by-laws and 
policies to alter or establish 
new Rules of Procedure for 
dealing with routine 
matters, such as order of 
business, votes required, 
special decision-making 
procedures with regards to 
legislative advocacy action.  

Develop plans and 
clear roles and 
organizational structure 
for the board and how 
it would interface with 
MAR staff, should the 
organization hire an 
executive director. 

Long-term 
strategy 

 (by 2025) 

Develop clear understanding and processes on how to determine decisions, act on 
advocacy, and ensure that all MAR members have a voice to strengthen the group’s 
cohesion. 

Actions  
Continue to analyze and evolve policies for decision making, keep dialogue active and 
foster organizational learning, all suggestions for streamlined procedures shall be 
considered. 

Tools and 
Resources 

Louisiana Association of Planning and Development Districts mutual aid agreement 
between planning districts: http://www.lapdd.org/planning-practices/  
 
Examples: http://www.trpa.org/regional-plan/rules-of-procedure/  

http://www.lapdd.org/planning-practices/
http://www.trpa.org/regional-plan/rules-of-procedure/
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Implementation 
As one survey participant expressed, a strategic plan will help this organization “stop talking and start 
doing.” A strategic plan can be seen as this call to action. The plan will be a fundamental touchstone 
acknowledging MAR’s history while looking firmly toward a hopeful future.  
 
Effective implementation will be essential to the success of this strategic plan. To ensure this, 
implementation must be based around these expectations: 1) the goals established in this plan are MAR’s 
top priorities, or shall be amended in order to reflect top priorities, and 2) strategic direction will be 
maintained through a process of participation, transparency and inclusion of all MAR members. Active 
participation and dialogue are essential ingredients to strategic plan implementation.  

Implementation Committee / Chair 
An Implementation Committee or Chair shall be appointed to begin the process of working towards this 
plan’s goals until a MAR Executive Director is in place, at which time it will be decided whether the 
responsibilities fall under the ED or the Board. Responsibilities: 

- Oversee, track and manage the action steps established in this plan 
- Develop expanded performance measures and metrics to help understand outcomes internally 

and externally  
- Committees recommended in this plan’s strategies are to report to Implementation Chair on 

progress and status at Board meetings 
- Coordinate and provide support to facilitate collaboration on complementary action steps and to 

avoid overlap 
- Advocate for the strategic direction in this plan and be its champion 
- Revisit and revise this plan on a regular basis to be determined, at least annually 

Partnerships  
MAR has several external stakeholders and partner organizations. These mutually beneficial relationships 
will be instrumental in achieving the goals of this plan. MAR should continue to reach out to potential, 
unconventional partners whose interests align to add to this list:  
 
U.S. Economic Development Administration (EDA) 
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT) 
Michigan Economic Development Corporation (MEDC) 
Michigan Infrastructure Council (MIC) 
Michigan Department of Natural Resources (MDNR) 
Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy (EGLE) 
Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (MDARD) 
Michigan Department of Technology, Management, and Budget (DTMB) 
National Association of Regional Councils (NARC) 
National Association of Development Organizations (NADO) 
Michigan Association of Counties (MAC) 
Michigan Municipal League (MML) 
Michigan Townships Association (MTA) 
Michigan County Road Association (CRA) 
Michigan Association of Planning (MAP) 
MSU EDA University Center for Regional Economic Innovation (REI) 
U of M EDA University Center 
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Appendix A – Stakeholder Engagement Report 

Part 1: RPO Backgrounds 
Figure 4 

 

Figure 5 

 

Figure 6 

 



  Appendix A – Stakeholder Engagement Report 
  Part 1: RPO Backgrounds 

Michigan Association of Regions Strategic Plan  18 
Gibbs Planning Group, Inc.    
10 January 2020 

Figure 7 

 

Figure 8 

 

Figure 9 

 

35%

18%

24%

24%

What is the annual budget of your RPO?

$200,001 - $500,000

$500,001 - $800,000

$800,001 - $2 million

$2 million +
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Figure 10 

 
*Michigan Council for Arts and Cultural Affairs, MEDC, MSHDA, RRC, CBDG, etc. 
**Master plans, recreation plans, special projects identified by local governments 

  

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Environmental Planning

Hazard Mitagation

Local Government Services**

Air Quality

Water Quality

Transportation

Regional Properity Intiative

Economic Development

GIS and Mapping

State grant administration or assistance*

What programs does your RPO administer?
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Part 2: Mission, Vision and Values of MAR 
Survey Question: “In your own words, what is the primary purpose of MAR?” 
 
Table 1 

to act as the convener of rdos for the purposes of shared education and issue advocacy 

Education and advocacy of Michigan's Planning Regions.  MAR is a single touch point for statewide local 
connections, and local knowledge.  MAR members are regional collaborators. 

To identify issues of importance to Michigan's 14 planning regions, develop consensus and positions on those 
issues, and advocate for those positions as well as the broader importance of regional planning. 

I look to MAR to learn best practices for managing an RPO from my peers. 

Statewide Association advocating for the state designated regional planning and development organizations in 
Michigan. 

To advocate for the inclusion of regional planning into the economic development et al options available to the 
State and to expand the capacity of our member Regions so they can best serve their constituents. 

Support and assist regions across the State.  Create new programs for region success and benefit regional 
citizens.  Advocate on behalf of MAR programs and regional needs with the State.  

To communicate and advocate for the value and role of regional planning in MI; also to foster relationships among 
RPOs and with state and federal agencies, facilitate information sharing between regions, and arrange 
opportunities for professional development 

To support RPOs through advocacy, resource coordination, inter-RPO communication 

Provides an opportunity for interaction between Regions and a central gathering point for information 

Communicate important news/requirements to membership 

To provide a forum for RPAs to discuss issues relevant to their existence. 

The primary purpose of MAR is to be an advocate for the 14 planning regions. 

Promote quality regional planning through education, information and advocacy statewide 

What it is: a loose alliance of RPAs for information sharing. 
What it should be: An organization for advancing the support or regionalism and acting as a service delivery 
platform for the state's departments and agencies. Also to influence: legislators, the executive branch, state 
departments such as MDOT, EGEL, DNR, MDARD, MDHHS, LEO, and agencies such as MEDC. 

Assist Local Government in making their communities dreams a happen 

Share ideas and information. 
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Figure 11 

 
*Other responses: (1) Resilient, (1) Strong, Vibrant, safe, prosperous, and (1) Doesn't feel this captures the mission of MAR. 

 

Figure 12 

 

Prosperous
41%

Successful
12%

All
18%

Other*
29%

The Michigan Association of Regions (MAR) is committed to the 
advancement and advocacy of Michigan's planning regions as a means 
to support sustainable, collaborative communities and a ____ state.
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Figure 13 

 

Other/Alternative responses submitted: 
I think it’s important to have the distinction that MAR doesn't serve communities, it serves its members which serve 
communities 
I eliminated the third value because MAR doesn't interact directly or act as a resource for residents. 

MAR members are committed to working together to develop best practices for programs that will move the state 
forward.   
Not sure the term "MAR believes in breaking own boundaries" is ideal.  In the realistic world that is Michigan 
politics, we work within those boundaries so that the natural outcome crosses said boundaries resulting in cross-
boundary coordination and cooperation.   
I don't think MAR itself is committed to being such a resource. Rather, MAR should be "committed to make the 
regions (RPOs) a resource..." 
The power of community is generic. Yes, MAR believes in it but so what? It is like saying MAR believes in gravity. 

MAR doesn't interact with residents. 

MAR is committed to improving regional communities by empowering and equipping local governments to 
maximize their utility and impact. 
MAR believes in a shared administrative empathy and a collaborative approach to removing obstacles that limit 
local, regional and statewide prosperity.  
MAR is committed to engaging residents in planning for their community’s future 

I think all of these statements are contrived an are just empty catch phrases.  Sorry, but you asked. 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

The Michigan Association of Regions (MAR) and
its members promote regional strategies,

partnerships, and solutions to strengthen the
economic competitiveness and quality of life

across Michigan's local communities.

MAR supports and believes in the power of
community

MAR is committed to making a difference in
regional communities by empowering and

growing the capacity of local governments to
improve their assets

MAR is committed to be a resource and interface
for residents to engage in planning the future of

their communities

MAR believes in breaking down boundaries in
order to gain broader perspectives that will lead to

local, regional and statewide prosperity

Value Statements

Yes No Other
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Part 3: Performance - Strengths and Weaknesses 

Survey Question: “How do you see MAR’s performance in the following areas?” 

Figure 14 

 

Figure 15 

 

Figure 16 
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13

Communicating the value of Regionalism to the public and partners

Weak Somewhat weak Somewhat strong Very strong

3
5

7

2

Building collaborative relationships within Regions

Weak Somewhat weak Somewhat strong Very strong

3

6 6

2

Building collaborative relationships across Regional boundaries

Weak Somewhat weak Somewhat strong Very strong
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Figure 17 

 

Figure 18 

 

Figure 19 

 

2

7 8

1

Building collaborative relationships with other statewide organizations and 
agencies 

Weak Somewhat weak Somewhat strong Very strong

2

7
5

3

Building collaborative relationships with federal organizations and 
agencies 

Weak Somewhat weak Somewhat strong Very strong

7 6
4

1

Advocating at the state level for policies to support and/or protect 
Regional Planning, Regional economic development, and Regional 

sustainability 

Weak Somewhat weak Somewhat strong Very strong
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Figure 20 

 

Figure 21 

 

Figure 22 

 

2
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1

Providing critical and current information on Regions to support 
decision making 

Weak Somewhat weak Somewhat strong Very strong

7 8

2

1

Acting as a leading voice on statewide concerns that impact Regions

Weak Somewhat weak Somewhat strong Very strong

4

8

4

1

Building a network of constituents and stakeholders to call on to 
support Regional Planning initiatives and policy 

Weak Somewhat weak Somewhat strong Very strong
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Figure 23 

 

Figure 24 

 

Figure 25 
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Providing training and education to support Regional Planning 
initiatives 

Weak Somewhat weak Somewhat strong Very strong

6

9

2

1

Facilitating a network of support and capacity building for Regions

Weak Somewhat weak Somewhat strong Very strong

12

5

1

Growing fund development and revenue sources for all Regions

Weak Somewhat weak Somewhat strong Very strong
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Survey Question: “In your opinion, what is one thing that MAR has done poorly in the past, and why? How 
could the organization improve on this?” 

Not being able to move on an issue if there is one member who expresses concern 

MAR has been unable to speak with one unified voice and to follow through with activities/tasks necessary to do 
so.  I am not sure how to improve this, but we have to be able to look beyond the individual 14 regional planning 
agencies for the effectiveness and success of MAR.  By doing that, all regions can be strengthened.   

MAR seems to be reactionary and without a vision/plan for moving forward. As planners, we should appreciate the 
important of strategic plans, and develop a timeline of deliverables that move us toward goals identified in the 
strategic plan. I hope that the strategic plan we are currently developing serves as more than a starting point for 
the development of a future strategic plan, rather, we achieve the goals identified in the plan we're developing and 
then say to ourselves "what's next?" 

Understanding its own role and place in statewide planning.  

Too much infighting, haves vs have nots.  Need board training so people understand how to function as a part of 
the board, speak with one voice. 

Coming together as a group and sticking with a Strategic Plan.  Each RPO is different - different funding - different 
board make-ups etc. which is definitely a strength but it lends itself to each going their own way with MAR many 
times almost an after-thought.  RPI as valuable as it was in many ways was also problematic in that the process 
used to create it, fractured many relationships around the table.  We persevered which is our greatest strength but 
it was at a cost.   I hope that our equilibrium is ultimately restored.   

Picking a project and finishing it. 

When a small number of regions are concerned about or object to a program the other regions are in favor of, 
such as RPI, do more to understand and accommodate the concerns of the few regions that are not in favor, and 
determine whether MAR can take a position and send a consistent message from the regions that takes all of 
these factors into account. 

Speak with one voice. MAR should work to have everyone on the same page and only pursue programs when we 
all benefit. 

Administration and utilization of the CEDS Program  

Identify, pursue and obtain funding opportunities to support the Mission and sustainability of MAR and the 
Regional Planning Organizations (through state funding sup[port) 

Mixing RPA's policy representatives with Executive Directors at Board meetings. Have one meeting/workshop per 
year that includes policy members.  

Consistently execute any goals that would strengthen them as the lead professional organization for regional 
government in the state of Michigan   

Influence Governor office, Department heads, legislators  

Go after additional funding in a unified approach 

Respect and listened to every region.   
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Part 4: Goals 
Figure 26 

 

1. Identify, pursue and obtain funding opportunities to support the Mission and sustainability of MAR 
and the Regional Planning Organizations     
                       Average    
Importance 4.29    
Urgency 4.12  Overall average 3.76 
Relevancy 4.06    
Likelihood 2.59    

 
2. Improve MAR's identity through advocacy and outreach     

                       Average    
Importance 3.59    
Urgency 3.47  Overall average 3.53 
Relevancy 3.88    
Likelihood 3.18 

 

0.00 0.50 1.00 1.50 2.00 2.50 3.00 3.50 4.00 4.50 5.00

Importance

Urgency

Relevancy

Likelihood

Average score of goals by attribute

Identify, pursue and obtain funding opportunities to support the Mission and sustainability of MAR
and the Regional Planning Organizations
Pursue pilot programs that demonstrate the value of MAR/Regional Councils, replicable across the
state
Improve capacity through training and education of all levels of regional councils

Enhance accountability through MAR Policies, Standards and Certification

Improve MAR's identity through advocacy and outreach
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3. Improve capacity through training and education of all levels of regional councils    
                       Average    
Importance 3.82    
Urgency 3.35  Overall average 3.47 
Relevancy 3.65    
Likelihood 3.06 
       

4. Pursue pilot programs that demonstrate the value of MAR/Regional Councils, replicable across 
the state     
                       Average    
Importance 3.53  Overall average 3.24 
Urgency 3.12    
Relevancy 3.35    
Likelihood 2.94 
 

5. Enhance accountability through MAR Policies, Standards and Certification    
                       Average    
Importance 2.47    
Urgency 2.12  Overall average 2.32 
Relevancy 2.47    
Likelihood 2.24 
 
 
 
 

Survey Question: “What additional short-term goals (1-3 years) do you want this Strategic Plan to 
consider?” [color-coded to match goals of the plan] 
    

• A new governance model, greater connection to national associations 

• MAR needs to act as one state-wide association, not 14 individual regions - one unified voice 

• Develop a consensus-based policy platform to replace the sporadic ad-hoc nature of MAR's legislative 

advocacy work 

• Identify clear expectations and job descriptions for the MAR Executive Director. 

• To understand and be able to communicate the importance of MAR. 

• Capacity building to strengthen the organization 

• Become a force in terms of Integrated Asset Management planning, outreach and education 

• Use the press to get the word out about MAR opinions. 

• Advocate specifically for continuation of the RPOs' role in asset management for communities 

• Developing an inventory of strengths among RPOs 

• How to better level financial support from the state on a fairer bases than demonstrated in the past. 

• Focus on education 

• Identify a sustainable funding source to replace the Regional Prosperity Initiative 

• Obtain funding from EDA to build MAR's capacity. 

• The need and cost of an executive director for the MAR 

• Efficient and effective organizational structure 

• Repair the damage done by RPI to the relationship between the 14 regions. 
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Survey Question: “What additional long-term goals (5 years) do you want this Strategic Plan to consider?” 
[color-coded to match goals of the plan] 
 

• New funding model to support MAR dedicated staffing 

• Within the next five years and if MAR is able to become a strong cohesive state-wide association, I would 

like to see MAR engage other Great Lakes States to begin discussions in establishing a multi-state 

association of regional planning agencies. 

• Strive for consistency in funding rather than chasing specific state/federal programs that are not broadly 

popular with the planning regions (i.e. RPI)  

• Elevate MAR's voice as a partner to the state, rather than a "receiver" of state-mandated programs. 

• Consistent and sustainable funding 

• Ensure that local policy officials are members of the MAR group as well as other outside representatives 

• Stop talking and start doing. 

• Identify an organizational structure for MAR 

• How to best fill the gap with the apparent lost of the RPI  

• Identify a sustainable funding source to replace the Regional Prosperity Initiative 

• Funding for an Executive Director 

• Benchmark our regions. Leverage other entities such as MAP with their membership and infrastructure  

• Create an organization where everyone's opinions are welcome and where regions can trust each other.   

 
 
Survey Question: “If MAR were to achieve only ONE GOAL in the next 5 years, what do you think it 
should be?” [color-coded to match goals of the plan] 
 

• strategically and uniformly advocate for issue areas affecting its members 

• To speak with a single unified and consistent voice - advocacy  

• Establish funding necessary to pay for a professional staff person to coordinate MAR's efforts toward 

achieving the short and long-term goals listed above. 

• Stable and secure state funding for RPOs. 

• Statewide funding to sustain regional planning activities at a meaningful level 

• Improve relationships with Legislators 

• Again, stop talking and start doing. 

• Secure some form of recurring/statutory funding for general regional planning 

• Improve the awareness of the importance of MAR/RPOs 

• State recognition and funding  

• Identify, pursue and obtain funding opportunities to support the Mission and sustainability of MAR and 

the Regional Planning Organizations 

• Secure funding to build capacity and develop sustainable funding. 

• Enhance accountability through MAR Policies, Standards and Certification  

• Operate efficiently, more influence on state decision makers legislative and executive 

• additional funding 

• Repair the damage done by RPI to the relationship between the 14 regions. 
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Survey Question: “Do you have any additional thoughts or feedback?” 

• MAR members need to once again hire an executive director to lead MAR.  MAR will also need to review 

and update its articles of incorporation, 501c3 status, and bylaws once the Strategic Plan is complete. 

• As MAR pursue as voice at the state and federal level, I'd like us to embrace the diversity of our 

membership - from predominantly rural regions to metropolitan population centers. Our diversity in this 

way sets us apart from other organizations advocating in Lansing and Washington. The policies we 

pursue should similarly reflect this diversity. 

• I believe that a strong board acts as a unified group of leaders in the eyes of its internal and external 

stakeholders, setting aside personal agendas and actions.  We suffer from paralysis to make any 

decisions because there seems to be this unrealistic sentiment that we obtain 100% approval in order to 

do ANYTHING.  This leads to confusion and a loss of credibility for MAR if individuals are advancing 

agendas that conflict with the actions of the board. 

• MAR should go one way or another - either we are a more robust and involved organization that supports 

it members at a high level or just be an information sharing group with a Slack chat. We pretend or 

believe that we are the former when really, we are the latter. 

• The right MAR Executive Director that understands RPA’s and provides leadership would be an asset to 

moving MAR and RPA's forward in the state. 

• I have wondered in the past if there should be a smaller governing body, similar to an executive 

committee, that meets monthly to keep the strategic plan's goals and strategies moving forward. I think 

that would add cohesion and to the whole organization.  
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