
Meet Our New Director!  
The Mackinac 
Economic 
Alliance board 
welcomes 
Traverse City 
native and world 
traveler Alex Iseri 
as director, 
starting July 5.  

A good listener 
and quick study, 
Alex recognizes 
that for Mackinac 
County to be 
successful in 

transforming its economy, “it will be essential to 
have the support of the community, and earning 
that support can only come through a dialogue 
that helps us to understand where we are and in 
what direction we must forge ahead. Building this 
kind of consensus will make (MEA’s) services more 
widely used, and therefore more successful.” 

Alex has been meeting people and businesses one-
on-one, and through a series of open houses  
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(Alex…continued from Page 1) 

designed to hear Mackinac residents’ goals for 
building a healthy economy, and learning more 
about our community’s rich history.  

Outgoing MEA Director Anne Ottaway is 
steppingvoluntary Executive Director role while 
she helps familiarize Alex with the position and 
Mackinac County. Ms. Ottaway has been the 
Mackinac Economic Alliance Director since 2013, 
and was instrumental in founding the 
organization, with the support and encouragement 
of several Mackinac County leaders, community 
volunteers, and business owners.   

Mr. Iseri has been serving in the Peace Corps the 
past two years, based in Nicaragua, where he 
worked as an entrepreneurship development 
adviser. He developed and delivered workshops to 
teachers and small business owners, applied for 
and received two USAID grants to host 
entrepreneurship and training opportunities, and 
co-planned and co-taught engaging 
entrepreneurship classes in high schools, among 
many other duties.  

His other experience includes working as a 
graduate assistant at Western Michigan University, 
and serving with AmeriCorps in Grayling, where he 
initiated and managed Big Brother Big Sister 
programs in Roscommon and Grayling counties. 

Mr. Iseri holds a Bachelor of Arts degree in 
political science from Beloit College of Beloit, 
Wisconsin. He earned his Master of Arts degree in 
International Development Administration from 
Western Michigan University of Kalamazoo, 
wherhe was awarded the ZD Schilling Award for 
Excellence in Political Science. 

We recently asked Mr. Iseri to introduce himself to 
Mackinac County by answering a few questions, 
which we present here with the answers in his 
own words.  

MEA: Where are you from originally, and what will 
your background in other places bring to your 
position in Mackinac County? 
Alex: I was born in Traverse City but have had the 
opportunity to live all over the world.  My parents 
are teachers at international schools, so we 
moved to India as a family when I was 8, and then 
to Indonesia when I was 13.  However, we would 
return to Traverse City every summer and for me 
it has always been a home base, so I always say 
Traverse City. 

This varied experience (in the United States and 
the developing world, living and working among 
people who are vastly different) has made me, 
above all else, a good listener and a quick learner, 
and I believe that this will be an irreplaceable 
component of my work here.  

MEA: How many countries have 
you lived in? 
Alex: Four: The United States, 
India, Indonesia, and Nicaragua 

MEA: What motivated you to 
apply for this position in 
Mackinac County?  
AI: A desire to continue 
working with developing 
communities, and a desire to 
do so with communities in the 
United States. Working with 
Mackinac County represented 
an excellent opportunity for 
several reasons. First and 
foremost, it represented a 
logical step forward for me- 
the work that I had done 
through Peace Corps in 
Nicaragua was very similar in 
that the ultimate goal was job 
creation, though in this case 
the tools used are  

(Continued on Page 3)  
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Above, new MEA Director Alex Iseri meets with Mackinac County 
residents in July, at one of several open house events around the 
county to introduce himself to the community, and hear residents 
concerns and ideas about the economy. 



  
(Alex….continued from Page 2)  

on much more sophisticated level, and I have 
much more latitude to innovate. Secondly, this 
represented an opportunity to return to an area 
that had crystallized my desire to serve the 
public. I had served with AmeriCorps in Grayling 
and Roscommon counties and so felt familiar with 
the challenges that communities in Mackinac 
county might face. Lastly, working in Mackinac 
County was an opportunity to live near my 
extended family, many of whom live in Leelanau 
County.  

MEA: What do you like most about northern 
Michigan? 
Alex: The people! And the natural abundance of 
great foodstuffs, and natural beauty. 

MEA: What are you looking most forward to about 
living in Mackinac County, and what have you 
found most interesting about this place already? 
Alex: Meeting the people! I consider myself to be 
a public servant in my capacity as director of the 
Mackinac Economic Alliance and so I look forward 
to going out to communities to meet with my 
constituents, learning about their lives, and better 
understanding how our organization can be of 
service to them. Of all the interesting things that 
I’ve learned about Mackinac County, I find myself 
most intrigued by the historical importance of the 
area, and I’m excited to learn more about it! 

MEA: As you become familiar with Mackinac 
County and its challenges-- some of which are 
common across northern Michigan-- what ideas do 
you have for changing the economic circumstances 
of our county? 
Alex: While I believe that there are many ways to 
foster entrepreneurship in economic growth, I 
believe that our priority must be to provide 
Mackinac County residents with the means to be 
effective parts of the workforce. This means that 
we must establish simple mechanisms for the 
fulfillment of the most basic needs, especially 
housing and transportation, so that employers 
know that if ever their employees are tardy or 
truant, it is not for lack of quality services. 

I also believe that it is imperative that we develop 
a culture of entrepreneurship, something that is 
incredibly complex and inherently nebulous. That 
being said, I believe that it means fostering 
entrepreneurial qualities in young people and 
guaranteeing that people have access to the 
capital and professional expertise that they need 
to start their own small businesses.  

MEA: Please describe your education and work 
experience, and the experiences you feel have led 
you to this position and Mackinac County.  
Alex: In many ways, I feel like the sum of my life 
experience and education has led me to this job 
at this time. 

Growing up overseas, I grew up with a very broad 
understanding of need and want, insofar as I 
understood from an early age that my birth had 
placed me in a rarefied position of almost never 
needing and only wanting.  The gravity of this was 
compounded by the fact that I was almost always 
adjacent to the kind of poverty that is hard to 
imagine- when I was 8, my kitchen window 
overlooked one of the largest slums in New Delhi, 
a place where shacks were made out of plastic 
and loose wood, where most people could not 
read, had no health care, and no running water.  
In many ways I was, and still am, embarrassed by 
my privilege. 
  
By the time I was attending Beloit College I knew 
that I wanted to go into public service, but I did 
not realize until the middle of my senior year that 
it would most likely not be as a politician.  I 
graduated with a BA in Political Science, anyway. 
My epiphany came too late for me to transition to 
Peace Corps smoothly (the process can take 
between 6 and 12 months), so I took a position 
with AmeriCorps as the program coordinator for 
Big Brother Big Sisters in Roscommon and Grayling 
Counties. 

In most respects, my experiences with AmeriCorps 
and Big Brothers Big Sisters are what developed a 
nascent desire to serve the common good into 
something that, for me, felt like a lifelong career. 
The real force driving this growth were the 
challenges that I faced stepping into this role, 
which was to open and oversee two new Big 
Brothers Big Sisters operations- I had very little 
experience with social work, did not know these 
communities, and had heretofore not done very 
much in the way of outreach, all things that I 
would have to rectify if I was to do the job well. 
Doing those things gave me the confidence that I 
would need to continue doing this type of work, 
and emphasized the importance of doing this kind 
of work in Rural America, a place often 
underserved by the nonprofit community. 

Having resolved to continue working in this field, 
and still wanting to do Peace Corps service, I 
enrolled in a Master’s in International 
Development Administration program at Western 
Michigan University, a place where I would learn  

(Continued on Page 4)  
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(Alex….continued from Page 3)  

more about development theory, best practices, 
and the factors that suffocate growth in 
communities.   

Almost immediately after graduating with my 
degree I began my Peace Corps, which was 
incredibly formative for more reasons than I can 
reasonably describe here. However, a few points 
stand out, especially the value of economic 
growth as a proxy for community development 
(there is discussion about the proximity of these 
things at the academic level).  It also gave me the 
tools and a functional philosophy for fostering 
economic growth, and it was rewarding enough for 
me to want to continue doing it.  
  
The sum of these experiences made me want to 
serve the public good in Northern Michigan, and 
my education helped to inform the way that I do 
it. 

MEA: What is Mackinac County doing well? What is 
Michigan doing well, especially northern Michigan? 
Alex: Mackinac County is doing well by supporting 
organizations like MEA, and by leveraging local 
commodities (i.e., tourism). Northern Michigan 

has done an excellent job of ‘place making’, 
which is to say, leveraging local resources and 
features to make their communities desirable 
homes for entrepreneurs.    

MEA: Are there any initiatives or programs in 
other regions or countries that you think could 
work in Mackinac County? Do you hope to try any 
here? 
Alex: I believe that youth development programs 
can be extremely beneficial to the entire 
community, especially when those programs have 
entrepreneurial features, and that is something 
that I’d like to see reintroduced to the Mackinac 
County. 

I’ve also read about very successful ride-sharing 
programs implemented in rural communities, and 
that is something that I believe could be a real 
asset to employers and employees alike.   

MEA: What are your hobbies, special interests, 
talents, or share anything else you care to share? 
Alex: Passionate cook and eater; excellent 
traveler; pretty good at trivia; avid news reader; 
love to participate in things; like to go to the gym 
regularly.  

  

EUP Voters Pass CTE Millage   

The Mackinac Economic Alliance is pleased to report that the 
Career Technical Education (CTE) Millage passed on May 2nd  in 
Mackinac, Chippewa, and Luce Counties, with 63.5% of Mackinac 
County voters and 50.4% of total voters casting ballots in 
support of the millage.  This fund will generate a total of $23 
million over the next ten years and will provide juniors and 
seniors in Eastern Upper Peninsula Intermediate School District 
schools with the opportunity to take at least two CTE classes.  
With the additional resources provided by the millage, more 
students will be able to have experiential learning opportunities 
a part of their curriculum, thereby increasing their job 
readiness and their preparedness for a college education. 
Tammy Rutledge, an employee of Eastern Upper Peninsula Intermediate School District, will be charged with 
the administration of CTE courses across the region, and funds will be allocated collaboratively by EUPISD 
superintendents.   

Already an established and vocal supporter of CTE programs, the MEA will continue to be a stakeholder in 
this process. In the months and weeks ahead, in close consultation with EUPISD superintendents and 
administrators, MEA will reach out to the business community      (Continued on Page 5) 
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Welding is a skilled trade already 
offered in the EUP through the 
Sault Skill Center, and the new 
CTE millage will expand access 
to training in this field to 
students across the district. 



(CTE….continued from Page 4)  

to learn who might be interested in mentoring local 
students in a “job shadowing” scenario.  These 
relationships will help to build a pipeline between 
educational institutions and employers, and available 
workers and jobs, to minimize employee shortages 
and give young people the jobs they need to stay in 
the region if they choose to.  

Many of the available jobs in our region require less 
education than a college degree. However, most of 
these jobs do require technical training or career-
focused training specific to the job, and this is where 
the CTE program will help.  

According to the latest Upper Peninsula Real Time 
Labor Demand report released last month, there were 
more available jobs the Upper Peninsula than there 
were in March (3,400 now, compared to 3,360 available 
in March.) Nearly all the jobs require some education, 
but 2/3 of the jobs require only an associate’s degree, 
technical training, high school diploma or no 
educational requirements at all. 

In the spring newsletter, MEA reported a list of jobs with the most openings in the Upper Peninsula, as 
reported by the Bureau of Labor Market Information. By July, that list had not changed much by occupation, 
however, the demand for certain skills associated with summer tourism changed the rank of occupations like 
retail sales and food service, which rose to the top of the list last month. Employers were looking to fill the 
following top jobs (rated by number of 
openings):  

• Registered, licensed practical and 
vocational nurses 

• Retail salespersons and retail supervisors 
• Food service supervisors 
• Truck drivers 
• Physical therapists 
• Social & human service assistants 
• Janitors and cleaners 
• Medical assistants 
• Nursing assistants 

Many CTE programs offer credits that can be 
applied to post-secondary school training or 
college degrees, so local families whose children 
participate in a CTE program would be less financially burdened. 

And, due to the high academic success rate among students taking CTE classes, those enrolled in CTE have a 
better chance at that student completing their post-secondary degree or certificate program.  
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Above, Les Cheneaux Culinary School in 
Mackinac County, teaches the culinary arts 
trade at its Hessel campus, where students 
follow their studies with an on-site internship 
at the school’s summer restaurant to immerse 
students in the trade while their education is 
still fresh. The school is now being considered 
for a CTE training site for high school students 
by the EUPISD. 



  

St. Ignace in Bloom Greenhouse - Spotlight Business Story 

Positioned front and center in their community, as 
St. Ignace’s only flower shop and greenhouse, Alex 
and Samantha Belonga are a visible example of a 
family with roots in Mackinac County, who found a 
way to come home by buying an existing business: 
the St. Ignace Greenhouse. They recently changed 
the name to “St. Ignace in Bloom,” which reflects 
their appreciation of seeing their home town full of 
flowers.  

“We love the people and the community here,” 
Samantha told MEA. “Our town is great— we may 
not have always realized this as we were growing 
up here— but now as parents, we can’t think of a 
better place to raise our girls. We are surrounding 
by friends, family and we love our church family 
here at Glen Memorial Baptist Church.” 

The Belongas purchased the St. Ignace Greenhouse 
in 2014, after a period of life changes that included 
marriage, being called from Michigan to a ministry 
in North Carolina, having two children, and job 

transitions  Both were born and raised in St.Ignace 
and actually graduated high school the same year,  

so they had connections to the community and 
learned the greenhouse was for sale in early 2013.  

“After much prayer and thought, God opened the 
door for us to come home and purchase the 
business,” Samantha said. “It was a crazy and 
stressful time to say the least, but looking back, 
nothing could have been better!” 

The Belongas had experience in the floral and 
landscaping industries through their high school 
jobs in St. Ignace. Alex worked for a local 
landscaping company, Cedars of Mackinac, and 
Samantha actually worked at St. Ignace 
Greenhouse and Florist. Following graduation, Alex 
went on to hold a variety of jobs, including working 
on freighters in the Great Lakes and lift boats in  

(Continued on Page 7) 
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(St. Ignace in Bloom…continued from Page 6) 

the Gulf of Mexico, before returning to work in the 
soil. Now Alex focuses his energy on working in the 
greenhouse with bedding plants, vegetables, shrubs 
perennials and his very favorite, hanging baskets. 

Samantha graduated from Grand Valley State 
University with a B.A. in Hospitality and Tourism 
Management, with an emphasis in Event Planning. 
She worked as an Event Coordinator at DeVos Place 
in Grand Rapids, Michigan, and then as the Manager 
of Volunteer Resources at a non-profit in Asheville, 
North Carolina. Samantha mainly works in the 
floral department with cut flowers and wedding 
floral. Her experience in the event industry gives 
her a unique ability to work with weddings and 
special event floral. 

“With a background as an event coordinator, and 
also having worked here (at the greenhouse) in 
high school, I had a specific tool set and knowledge 
that I knew would be valuable to the business” 
Samantha said. “We both had jobs in (St. Ignace) as 
soon as we turned 14, and we learned so much 
about customer service, tourism, and just the 
service industry in general.”  

Another important asset to the business, Samantha 
said, is their love of working with people. They 
truly enjoy interacting with people on a daily basis, 
and their enthusiasm is evident in their work, as 

well as their drive to provide excellent customer 
service.  

Samantha told MEA a favorite story about fulfilling 
an unusual request by going the extra mile to 
recreate a memory with flowers. 

“We had a woman call from Florida and she was 
there with her mother who was elderly and not in 
good health. The doctors said she had a couple of 
days left on this earth. The daughter said that the 
one thing her mother— who had grown up in 
Michigan— missed after she moved to Florida was 
the smell of lilacs which don’t grow there. It had 
been over 10 years since she had seen or smelled 
them. Her daughter called every florist up and 
down the East Coast trying to get some for her 
mother before she passed. In a final attempt, she 

called us. We didn’t even know if the 
post office would be able to ship them 
over state lines. After learning what we 
needed to do and what time we need to 
have the flowers shipped, we were able 
to cut lilacs from a few trees in our 
backyard, box them with the 
appropriate cooling packs, get them to 
the post office and have them on an 
overnight shipment to Florida. The 
daughter called a few days later to let 
us know that the lilacs made it safely 
and her mother was able to enjoy the 
scent one last time before she passed. 
We all cried!” 

When asked what they like most about 
their business, Samantha said, “we love 
our staff and we love our customers. 
We both enjoy learning new industry 
trends, best practices and ways to 
improve our products. Alex always says 

this is the first job that he has truly loved and 
never would have known he enjoyed the 
greenhouse business had God not pushed us into 
it!” 

The Belongas are grateful for support from the 
community, family, staff, their accountant, and 
“amazing suppliers from Michigan who have come 
alongside us and taught us ins and outs of the 
greenhouse and the cut flower business.”  

(Continued on Page 8) 
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Samantha Belonga, co-owner of St. Ignace in Bloom, with 
some gorgeous hanging baskets. 



(St. Ignace in Bloom…continued from Page 7) 

“Our very first month in business we had a call for 
large funeral, and our head designer, Judy Wyse 
was on vacation,” Samantha said. “Our flower 
supplier from Flint came into the shop, told us 
what we would need, and Judy walked us through 
everything over the phone. It was definitely a jump 
into the deep end!” 

Other assistance has come from the St. Ignace 
Chamber of Commerce, MEA, and small business 
workshops.  

“Start-up capital is essential in the first years and I 
think that seed money would really help someone 
desiring to open a new business,” Samantha said. 
“The St. Ignace Chamber offers great programs to 
help with business investments such as a small 
grant program for improvements. We were able to 
get help with the vinyl advertising on our delivery 
bus and we love it! The great thing about that is 
we were also able to use a local business (Arrow 
Signs) to design and install the vinyl so TWO local 
businesses benefitted from one grant!” 

As a year-round business, St. Ignace in Bloom 
recognizes the importance of advertising and 
marketing itself, so it relies on various forms of 
media to reach customers, including print and 
social media.  

“We are working hard at improving the usefulness 
of our website— it is a lot of work to make changes 
there,” Samantha said, and regarding social media, 
“Alex and I both like to scroll through social media 
applications in the evening, so we figure if we like 
to do that, our customers probably do as well, so 
what better way to reach them than on social 
media! The nice thing is that it’s pretty quick and 
easy to do. Alex will come in and say something 
like, ‘the delphinium look amazing! We should post 
a photo on Facebook,’ and as quick as a snap, we 
can actually show our customers the amazing 
products that we have to offer right now.”  

Their appreciation for beauty extends past their 
own business and greenhouse, and Samantha cited 
many examples of how flowers and plantings can 
be used to improve public perception of a place.  

“We love seeing all of (Cedars of Mackinac) gardens 
throughout town as they just add that “je ne sais 
quoi” that makes our town special,” Samantha 

said, adding, “since we love the area so much, we 
want others to love it too, and we believe that 
flowers— greenhouse or cut flowers— can improve 
perception of a business and add an overall sense 
of value to any business. We love driving around 
and seeing planters and hanging baskets decorating 
businesses. They add life to the streets of our town 
and it just makes people smile.” 

Samantha said the new name for their business 
actually started as a hashtag used in social media 
promotions, “#stignaceinbloom” which they used 
when posting pictures of beautiful flowers around 

the community and at their business.  

“After a few weeks we had a lightbulb moment and 
realized that hashtag would make a perfect new 
name,” Samantha added.  

(Continued on Page 9) 
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Above, Alex Belonga holds a hanging basket 
of bright blooms in the greenhouse. 



(St. Ignace in Bloom….continued from Page 8)  

Print advertising is also essential to their business, 
and “the St. Ignace News is a great place to 
advertise as well because people here still like to 
actually hold a paper and read it.” 

Appropriately, the St. Ignace in Bloom marketing 
strategy changes with the seasons to reflect the 
year-round operation’s changing services, and 
Samantha can list the transitions in their business 
by month. 

“January is quiet; February has Valentine’s Day; 
March-May is greenhouse/prom/Mother’s day; May-
October is Wedding; June-August is Greenhouse; 
September and October are mums/perennials/
shrubs; November is quiet until Thanksgiving and 
then from Thanksgiving to Christmas it’s wreaths, 
garlands, center pieces, poinsettia etc.,” she said. 
“While all that is going on we are open for daily 
business— birthday/anniversary/funeral.”  

Despite how busy they are, St. Ignace in Bloom 
does experience the seasonal economic downturn 
typical of most businesses in Mackinac County.  

“The hardest part about owning a business (in 
Mackinac County) is the ‘off’ season,” Samantha 
said. “We really have to work hard at budgeting 
well so that we can make it through the quiet 
months. Unfortunately, we don’t have the benefit 
of drawing unemployment in the winter like so 
many seasonal workers so we have to fully rely on 
what we have been able to save over the summer.” 

In spite of the challenges, the Belongas feel their 
choice to be business owners has been worth the 
effort.  

“We never thought in a million years we would own 
a business, so it took us by surprise, but we have 
enjoyed being business owners,” Samantha said. 
“Although there is much less stress when you work 
for someone else, working for someone else wasn’t 
really an option since we had to buy the business 
and home to make the move (from North Carolina 
back to St. Ignace.) We are never really ‘off the 
clock’ especially since our home is right on the 
property. Having our home here is a positive in that 
we have a really short commute to work and if we 
are needed on short notice, it’s easy to help!” 

The hard work both on and off the clock is paying 
off in recognition for the Belongas. St. Ignace in 
Bloom has received the “Best of Weddings” award 
from The Knot (a wedding planning magazine) 
every year since they took over the business, and 
they received an award from Wedding Wire as well. 
Samantha was recently selected for a scholarship 
to the American Institute of Floral Design Annual 
Symposium in Seattle, Washington, where she was 
able to take classes, attend workshops and 
volunteer for a whole week! 

The St. Ignace Greenhouse and Florist is at 259 
Bertrand Street, and they can be reached at 
906.643.9480. Shop hours are Monday through 
Friday, 9 am to 5 pm, Saturday, 10 am to 4 pm, and 
closed on Sunday. Web site is 
stignacegreenhouseandflorist.com, and they are 
also on Facebook and Instagram.  

  

Mackinac County Grows Opportunity in 
Its Fields, Forests and Farmers Markets   

When a small group of individuals driven by the idea of bringing 
a farmers market to Les Cheneaux decided to “dig in and just 
get it done,” they first envisioned a weekly market that would 
take place only on Friday nights through the summer and give 
something more for tourists to do.  

They didn’t quite imagine how strong public response and 
support for the market would be, allowing the market to grow to a year-round affair. The market is now on 
Sundays and has become what many consider its own attraction in the Les Cheneaux community, and a 
business incubator in its own right, with dozens of vendors    (Continued on Page 10)  
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(Mackinac County Grows…continued from Page 9)  

joining each year to sell their products. Some have been able to test their products at this and other 
Mackinac County farmers markets. Many of the vendors have used the farmers markets as a vehicle for 
expand their sales, fine tune their product lines, or even launch a “bricks and mortar” business in the 
community.  

Local meat and vegetable farmer, Joanne Galloway, is one of those who has found opportunity and 
connections with fellow vendors and customers at the markets around the region. She was instrumental in 
taking the Les Cheneaux Farmers Market to the next level, calling together market vendors two years ago to 
talk about the future of the market. Mrs. Galloway and her husband, Gary, started selling their naturally 
raised produce at the budding Les Cheneaux Farmers Market on Fridays, and has been selling a full range of 
naturally raised meat products from their farm at the Pickford and St. Ignace farmers markets, in addition 
to Les Cheneaux.  

MEA recently met with Joanne Galloway and Donna LaCourt, 
economic development and community development 
specialist for the Michigan Department of Agriculture, to talk 
about Michigan food, farming and growing opportunity.  

“Every day, I discover a new business in the Upper 
Peninsula,” said Mrs. LaCourt, whose job is to give business 
advice and supply resources to agricultural based businesses 
in northern Michigan. MEA has accompanied Mrs. LaCourt on 
visits to several Mackinac County agri-businesses and 
connected her with a few as well. 

As communities with farmers markets know, agriculture 
means business in Michigan. Farmers markets contribute to 
the local economy by providing a direct sales connection 
between vendors and customers, and by creating an 
attraction and often a community meeting place. Farming 
overall pumps billions into the Michigan economy, and 
generates another $3.2 billion in exports to other countries. 

“Michigan is the second most diverse state in agricultural 
products,” Mrs. LaCourt said. “And Michigan’s food and 
agriculture sector contributes $101.2 billion annually to the 
state’s economy.”  

$20 billion of that represents the forest products industry, 
and Mrs. LaCourt said Michigan has some of the most diverse 
forests, which produce support many different products and 
industries.  

Mrs. LaCourt often connects agricultural producers with the 
market best suited to buying their goods. She tries to stay 
aware of buyers’ needs whenever she hears of them, so she 
can connect them to the suppliers.  

“Just finding the markets for the products is so important to 
our producers,” Mrs. LaCourt added.  

Mrs. Galloway concurred, explaining how as she cultivates 
relationships with food buyers of her Galloway’s Red Clay 
Ranch meat, it is helpful when a buyer— such as a restaurant 

or even individual consumer— comes ready with information about exactly what they need, when they need 
it, and how their farm can meet those needs. Mrs. Galloway told the story of developing a supplier-buyer  

(Continued on Page 11)  
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Native artisan Bob Causley of Hessel works 
on birch bark and red willow frames at the 
Les Cheneaux Farmers and Artisans Market in 



(Mackinac County Grows….continued from Page 10) 

relationship with the owner of the Mustang Lounge on Mackinac Island, which led to the Mustang now serving 
a grass fed beef burger by Galloway’s Red Clay Ranch on their menu this year. She added that the Les 
Cheneaux Farmers Market and her business routinely use social media to promote and reinforce relationships 
established in person, by phone, and online. To complement their business efforts, Mrs. Galloway created 
and effectively manages a Facebook page for the business, which led the Mustang Lounge owner buying 
Galloway’s Red Clay Ranch meats first for his home use, and eventually buying their USDA inspected ground 
beef for his restaurant. It helped immensely that he was a prepared buyer, ready to add grass fed beef to his 
menu, and knowing his needs and the prices from other regional suppliers off the top of his head when he 

spoke to the Galloways.  

Both Mrs. LaCourt and Mrs. 
Galloway expressed their 
keen interest in putting 
more local food products 
in local restaurants, which 
eventually could improve 
economic prospects for 
farmers wanting to grow 
food in Mackinac County 
and supply large volume 
eateries in communities 
with heavy tourist traffic.  

Mrs. Galloway said a large 
federal investment has 
been made in season 
extension program, such as 

hoop houses, which create a sort of “micro climate” that protects vegetables from the extremes of our 
Upper Peninsula weather. She added that Michigan State University’s North Farm in Chatham is 
experimenting with growing techniques and season extension strategies that might do well in the Upper 
Peninsula’s climate, as well as hoop house growing programs that could be an example to local farmers who 
struggle with growing products in the UP. Seed germination, overwintering, season extension, crop storage, 
harvest, and post harvest handling are also studied at the North Farm.  

Mrs. LaCourt is excited about the North Farm’s barley growing program because barley is a crop that grows 
well in the UP, and is in high demand as the craft beer industry has exploded. Around 600 kinds of barley are 
being tested now at the North Farm to determine which types are most suitable for the soil and climate of 
the UP.  

“Almost all the malted barley used in the UP (for beer brewing) is purchased from out of state, and they’re 
looking to change that,” Mrs. LaCourt said, adding that the industry itself is investing in the production of 
local hops and barley. “The brewing industry is very interested in using local ingredients in its beers.”  

Demand for locally grown products is obvious in the proliferation of farmers markets, not only statewide, 
but in the Eastern Upper Peninsula. Michigan Farmers Market Association reports that the number of farmers 
markets statewide has doubled over the past decade, from 150 to 300. The Eastern UP enjoys some of that 
growth, with about half a dozen new markets that sprouted in that same decade. Four of those are in 
Mackinac County alone. Locations, days and times below: 

Curtis Farmers Market 
at the corner of Main Street and Sawaquato Street (near the Erickson Center for the Arts) 
Curtis, MI 49820 
Days open: Wednesday 
Hours: 2 pm through 5 pm 
Season: July through September      
At least 8 vendors each week offer locally grown garden goods and more, as long as the produce is still 
coming.         (More markets on next page!!)  
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Above, beautiful, bountiful local produce at the Engadine Farmers Market 
in western Mackinac County. 



(Mackinac County grows….continued from 
Page 11)  

Engadine Farmers Market 
at Mill Pond Park Pavillion 
Engadine, MI 49827 
(behind Garfield Township Hall)  
Days open: Saturday 
Hours: 9 AM through 12 PM 
Season: July through September 
Shop local among the vendors bringing you fresh 
vegetables and fruit, eggs, decorative items, 
pre-packaged natural foods, and other seasonal 
delights.  

Les Cheneaux Farmers & Artisans Market 
at the Historic Hessel School House  
3206 West Cedar Road 
Hessel, MI 49745  
Day Open: Sunday, all year  
Hours: 10 AM through 2 PM 
Market Contact: Joanne Galloway 
Phone Number: 906.322.7501 
Facebook page: 
@lescheneauxfarmersandartisansmarket 
Locally grown vegetables and meats, baked 
goods, honey, eggs, cut flowers and plants, 
locally roasted coffee, artisanal foods, and an 
ever-changing variety of handmade arts and 
crafts. 

St. Ignace Bayside Farmers Market  
at the St. Ignace Marina 
13 S. State Street 
St. Ignace, MI 49781 
Day Open: Thursdays 
Hours: 4 PM through 7 PM  
Season: July - September 
Market contact: St. Ignace Chamber of 
Commerce 
Phone numbers: 800.970.8717 or 800.338.6660 
Baked goods, flowers, eggs, jams and jellies, 
honey, vegetables and more.  

Check out all the markets while the sun still shines, and especially into the early fall, when local produce is 
at its best and most abundant in the UP!  

If you are an entrepreneur, or just getting started making things to sell, local markets can be an easy 
“proving ground” for your products. Contact the individual market for more information and guidelines for 
how to join! Vendors are usually helpful and supportive, too.     

To get in touch with Donna LaCourt about agricultural business assistance, contact her at: 

Donna LaCourt, Ph.D, CGBP, EDFP 
Economic/Community Development Specialist  
Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development  
Mobile: 517.614.5518 
lacourtd2@michigan.gov 
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A reproduction of a vintage map of Michigan products is 
painted on the wall of the Michigan Cafe at the Henry 
Ford Museum of American Innovation in Dearborn, MI. 
The cafe strives to source its menu ingredients from 
Michigan, underscoring the interest in local foods on a 
wider scale. The Henry Ford sees nearly 2 million visitors 
a year, and the Michigan Cafe is the museum’s main 
eatery. 

mailto:lacourtd2@michigan.gov


  
Broadband Initiative Update 

The Mackinac Economic Alliance continues to work 
bring Broadband internet service to more 
households in Mackinac County, through the Bridge 
the Tech Divide initiative. While we have already 
had over 500 surveys submitted, MEA is still 
accepting completed surveys, and has begun to 
work with Eastern Upper Peninsula Regional 
Planning and Development to start mapping our 
results. Mapping these results is a key precursor to 
the planned infrastructure project because it will 
allow us to visualize the areas of greatest need and 
interest, which in turn will help to demonstrate 
regional demand for these services to potential 
future partners. These partnerships will lessen the 
financial burden for upgrading and expanding 
regional broadband networks, thereby expediting 
the project and hastening the benefits that a 
functioning broadband network guarantees.  

Not only will people find their quality of life 
enhanced by higher speed internet, but businesses 
and nonprofits will benefit from the enhanced 
security and stability that a broadband network 
provides. Investing in such a network will also help 
to establish the Eastern Upper Peninsula as a viable 
destination for entrepreneurs and small business 
owners, for whom a premium internet connection 
is an essential utility, which makes it an invaluable 
tool for sustainable economic growth in the short 
and long term. 

Many of our Mackinac County business owners have 
expressed the importance of better and more 
reliable high speed internet, particularly during 
Mackinac County’s robust tourist season. This is 
why MEA continues to keep this issue a top priority 
for Mackinac County.  

  

Mackinac County Business Beat 
Know of any business news? New ownership, 
expansion, or launch— we want to celebrate it 
here in MEA’s Newsletter! Please call us if you’d 
like your business news featured here, or if you 
know of some Mackinac County business news we 
should follow up on. Call 906.430.0437 or e-mail 
info@mackinaceconomicalliance.org.  

Applecore General Store  
Location: 708 West M-134, Cedarville, MI 49719 
Owner: Amy Polk  
Phone: 906.484.7080 
E-mail: applecoregeneralstore@gmail.com 
Facebook page: @applecoregeneralstore 
Applecore General Store offers Michigan made 
edibles, gifts, home goods, and accessories that 
celebrate the art and craft of the Great Lakes 
State. Housed in a 117-year-old farmhouse, the 
shop opened in mid-July, and features products 
from at least 20 local and Michigan makers, such 
as leather goods and bags, knit hats and fiber art, 
illustrations, art prints, ceramics, natural body 
care products, jams, meat seasonings, mustard, 

maple products, wood furnishings, stuffed toys, 
and curated vintage items.  

Caricatures, Mackinac Island 
Location: 7372 Main Street, Mackinac Island, MI 
49757 
Owner: Christopher Tamlyn  
Phone: 906.430.1981 
Those looking for a hand drawn keepsake from 
their time on Mackinac Island need look no 
further! Christopher Tamlyn offers beautifully 
rendered caricatures daily from 11:30 AM through 
6:00 PM. 

Canvas and Paddle 
Location: 102 Main Street, Mackinac Island, MI 
49757 
Owner: Nicole Doud 
Website: www.canvasandpaddle.com 
Phone: 906.847.4020 
After launching the wonderful Little Luxuries and 
Little Luxuries Artist’s Market, Nicole Doud brings 
another unique shopping experience to Mackinac 
Island in her latest venture, Canvas and Paddle. 

(See Business Beat continued on next page!)  
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Carefully selected goods and a warm, rustic 
atmosphere create a slow-paced shopping 
experience in the middle of bustling Main Street. 
Canvas & Paddle's uniquely curated collection 
evokes memories of trips to the old cabin, walks 
through the woods, and swimming off the dock. 

Harbor Hope Coffee 
Location: 132 S State Street, Saint Ignace, MI 
49781 
Website: harborhopecoffee.blogspot.com 
Phone: 906.984.2036 
Harbor Hope Coffee is St Ignace’s newest café and 
will be offering a selection of traditional coffee 
drinks, as well as a selection of coffee drinks from 
around the world. Harbor Hope Coffee hopes to 
bring people together to form a Christian 
community through warmth, amity, and, of 
course, great coffee! 

Harrison’s Diner 
Location: 2 North State Street, St. Ignace, MI 
49781 
Owner: Jermaine Harrison 

Facebook page: @harrisonsdiner 
Phone: 906.984.2600 
Looking for great food served in a relaxed 
atmosphere? Executive Chef Jermaine Harrison, 
proprietor of Harrison’s Diner, offers a broad menu 
of high quality dishes perfected throughout his 22-
year career, and the results speak to that 
experience and professionalism. This restaurant 
has already earned a loyal following, which is sure 
to only grow. 

The Historic Totem Village 
Location: W1106 US Highway 2, St. Ignace, MI 
49781 
Owner: Ron Daniels  
Phone: 906.984.2224 
Facebook page: @totemvillage 
Opened under new ownership, the Historic Totem 
Village offers residents and visitors a selection of 
authentic Native American goods, locally made 
crafts and art, gourmet foods, souvenirs, and 
sporting goods. Visitors will find authentic 
American Indian arts and crafts, as well as the 
work of other great local and regional artists, and 
they fully support the indigenous artists from 
around the world also such as Central America, 
South America, Nepal, and India. Future plans 
include a music venue, with native storytellers, 
musicians, as well as classes such as drum making, 
basket weaving, regalia making. 

  

MEA Hits the Road in Series of Open Houses 
On Tuesday, July 26, Director Alex Iseri and Executive Director Anne Ottaway held an MEA open house at the 
Cedarville Lodge in Cedarville. This was an opportunity for community members to meet with Alex in his 
capacity as the MEA’s new director, and so that they could share their ideas and concerns related to 
community and economic development. For Alex, forums like these are an important component of any 
development project— they open channels of dialogue between the organization and key stakeholders, 
facilitating the identification of community challenges and the creation of a coalitions that can be the 
foundation for a sustainable solution. Alex and Anne discussed their goals for the community and 
participated in an informal brainstorming activity that will be used by the MEA to ensure that their work 
remains relevant to the residents of Mackinac County. Among their top community development concerns, 
visitors cited affordable housing and workforce improvements as topics they feel MEA could address. This 
effort was made possible, in part by Jerome O’Brien, Cedarville Lodge proprietor, who donated the space 
for the open house.  

On August 10, Alex and Anne hosted the second MEA open house, this time in St Ignace. Like the first, it was 
an opportunity to meet with community leaders, and to discuss what they consider perceived obstacles to 
economic development and how those obstacles can be overcome. Alex and Anne were joined by members 
of the MEA Board of Directors, The St. Ignace News, local business owners, and St. Ignace City Council 
members.  While the discussion ranged over a number of issues that have been at the heart of MEA’s agenda, 
most of the time was spent discussing challenges relating to expanding fiber optic networks and increasing 
the availability of affordable housing.  The conversations about these topics were detailed and reflected the 
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deep commitment that these men and women feel for their community— an important precondition for any 

development effort. MEA is grateful for their ongoing support, and for the support of the St. Ignace Public 
Library, which provided the venue for the St. Ignace open house.   

The next MEA Open House event will be Monday, August 28 in Curtis, at the Erickson Center for 
the Arts, from 10 am to 2 pm, in the lower level of the building. Everyone is welcome!  

  

Small Business Assistance  
The Mackinac Economic Alliance (MEA) works 
closely with trained and certified business 
consultants to offer you guidance in your business 
planning process and to provide tools and 
resources that will help your business succeed. 

If you are in need of funding for your business 
start-up or expansion, contact us for details on 
our Revolving Loan Fund (RLF).  Created through 
a USDA grant and generous donations from 
Mackinac County banks and businesses, the RLF 
program is based on job creation and is designed 
to help businesses expand in Mackinac  

County.  Our loan fund covers between $2,000-
$16,000, and one job must be created or retained 
for each loan granted.  A loan above $10,000 must 

create or retain 2 jobs.  Visit our web site to read 
more or to download your application. 

Whether you are a start-up or an existing business 
we can help. Our staff can provide free, 
personalized, one-on-one assistance in areas such 
as: 

• Developing a business or marketing plan 
• Financial planning 
• Skills management 
• Problem Solving 
• Building Management Skills 

To meet with an MEA Representative call:  
Alex Iseri, Mackinac Economic Alliance Director at 
906.430.0437 

  

Business Development   
Mackinac Economic Alliance sponsored a well-attended workshop for small business owners and aspiring 
entrepreneurs on May 9, in St. Ignace, called “How to Start and Grow Your Business,” in conjunction with Tip 
of the Mitt SCORE (Service Corps of Retired Executives). The workshop was presented by local business 
professionals, who offered practical aspects of how to get started in business and sustain commercial 
momentum. A workbook for participants was also provided each of the participants. A dozen individuals, 
representing a mix of small business owners, lenders, and non-profit representatives, attended the May 9 
workshop. At least 4 of those participants expressed their interest in the USDA Micro Revolving Loan Fund 
administered by MEA (see above). 

MEA continues discussions with Tip of the Mitt SCORE about establishing a SCORE presence in Mackinac 
County. MEA also hosted a luncheon presentation for prospective volunteer mentors to learn about their role 
and the orientation steps to become qualified.  

Mentoring small business owners since 1964 SCORE has helped millions of small business owners get off the 
ground, grow, and achieve their goals. SCORE mentors have real-world business experience and have faced 
the same challenges and decisions confronting entrepreneurs today. 

MEA is also planning a future social media workshop for businesses, that will be announced in the near 
future, once details are set.   
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Contact Us: 

MEA would love to hear from you! Please use the contact information below to get in touch with our 
director.  

Mackinac Economic Alliance 
749 Hombach Street  
St. Ignace, MI 49781 

906.430.0437  
iserialex@mackinaceconomicalliance.org 
www.mackinaceconomicalliance.org  

 
MEA is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit corporation whose existence depends on the generous contributions of our public and private partners. 

We hope you will consider making a tax deductible contribution to MEA. Kindly mail it to our offices. Thank you! 

We’ve moved!  
Mackinac County Commissioners graciously approved a proposal by Dean Reid to establish the 
Mackinac Economic Alliance in the county building at 749 Hombach Street, St. Ignace, which 

currently houses the LMAS District Health Department and Michigan State University Extension 
Office.  We are grateful to have this space and are excited to leverage the benefits and 

opportunities that its size and location offer! Come visit us sometime in our new headquarters.   

 

2017 Board of Directors  

Anne Ottaway  
Executive Director 

Alex Iseri 
Director 

Dean Reid 
2017 Chariman 

D & S Forestry Services 

John Kling 
2017 Vice Chairman  

Financial Advisor at Edward 
Jones in St. Ignace 

Amy Polk 
2017 Secretary  

Owner, Applecore General Store 

Lester Livermore Jr. 
2017 Treasurer 

Chairman, Mackinac County  
Road Commission 

Jim Clapperton 
Mackinac County Coordinator, 

MI Works! 

Bruce Gustafson  
Top of the Lake Communities 

Association 

Luke Paquin  
Owner, The Cedar Hill Lodge 

Gary Reid  
Retired Supervisor of Clark 

Township 

Cheryl Schlehuber  
Mackinac Properties Real Estate 

Dick Sterk 
Co-founder, St. Ignace Sewn 

Products 

Shirley Sorrels  
Director, Museum of Ojibwa 

Culture  

Mary Swiderski 
Co-founder, Housing 

Opportunities Made Equal 
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