
"The Mackinac Economic Alliance exists to foster economic growth through a public and private partnership dedicated 
to providing innovative leadership, vision, education and promotion of economic development." 

 

Mackinac Economic Alliance NEWSLETTER — Fall 2017 

Progress Across Mackinac County 
There are lots of ways to learn about a community. 
Reading about a community’s news or investigating its 
demographics can provide some information, but by far 
the best way to learn about a community is through 
conversations with its citizens.  These conversations add 
context to the news and demographics, and help to 
explain a community’s strengths and weaknesses.  To 
really understand the challenges that a population 
faces, especially as they pertain to economic 
development, direct engagement- visiting the 
communities and people being served- and learning 
about the obstacles to development firsthand, is 
invaluable.  This is important in development work 
because it has been learned- there are no one-size-fits-
all development strategies that can be plugged into 
communities indiscriminately.  Failing to understand 
well the factors and dynamics that are active and 
affecting a developing community will lead to the 
misapplication of development strategies, resulting in 
wasted time and energy.  Recognizing the challenges 
and strengths of each locale should be a priority for 
anybody hoping to foster development in a new 
community, and it was this that our new Director, Alex 
Iseri, set out to accomplish. 
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• The Value of Vocational Trades 
• MEA Score Workshops 
• New Entrepreneurship Space 
• Enbridge Grant Awarded 
• Business Spotlight: Dewyse Construction, Inc. 
• New Investment in Les Cheneaux 
• Contact Us 
• 2017 Board of Directors 

 
The methodology for this was simple.  Starting in July, 
Mackinac Economic Alliance held three open houses in 
communities across Mackinac County, starting in 
Cedarville, before proceeding to St. Ignace and Curtis.  
Realizing that these meet ups were as much 
opportunities for communities to learn about me as 
they were opportunities for me to learn about them, 
the open houses were deliberately loose and informal, a 
forum for the free flow of information.  Participants in 
these forums had an opportunity to learn about MEA’s 
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new Director, his background, and his perspective on 
the challenges facing communities Mackinac County.  It 
was also an opportunity for these participating 
individuals to share their own perspectives. In each 
venue, there were large poster sheets tacked to the 
walls where respondents could respond to questions 
about the state of development and the economy in 
their community.  These responses were beneficial in 
multifarious ways.  On the most fundamental level, the 
opinions and insights of participants created a lens 
through which to view the work that needs to be done 
in Mackinac County.  It helps to understand better the 
strengths and weaknesses of each community, which 
preconceptions were incorrect and which were 
accurate, and identify community actors who may be 
well situated to help me address local challenges.  Most 
importantly, the discussions in these open houses made 
clear whether Mackinac Economic Alliance’s projects 
were relevant to the people that they are meant to 
serve, if they actually addressed the issues that people 
confront in their communities daily. 

This newsletter serves to highlight these concerns and 
MEA’s efforts to address them. Overall the responses to 
the prompts proffered at MEA’s open houses affirm the 
work that MEA is doing.  The threads that tie residents’ 
concerns are limits to local capacities- capacities for 
growth, for development, for change- which were 
generally precipitated by one of three conditions: lack 
of high speed internet access, lack of affordable 
housing, and demand for skilled workers.  

All three of these issues are linked and interconnected, 
each one depending on the resolution of the others 
before it can be resolved.  This dynamic represents the 
relationship that binds population density and profit for 
service providers, something that low density regions 
like Mackinac County have difficulty establishing.  In this 
issue of MEA’s newsletter, we will showcase some of 
our efforts to address and disentangle these challenges.  
Also, look for articles that highlight new and innovative 
businesses in Mackinac County!

The Value of Vocational Trades 
We are pleased to announce that our efforts to 
promote vocational training have seen tangible 
progress.  MEA submitted grants to Community 
Foundations in St. Ignace, the Les Cheneaux, and 
Mackinac Island for funds to host vocational training 
information fair, and we have been notified that the St. 
Ignace Community Foundation has approved our grant. 

The vocational training information fair is for students 
from across Mackinac County and will be designed to 
both inform and inspire, two things that are desperately 
needed to promote the exploration of new career 
tracks.  Since the GI bill was introduced, American 
society has defined a four-year college degree as a 
prerequisite for success- if you didn’t have that, you 
weren’t taken seriously or regarded as someone with 
ambition or drive-. We are now realizing how 
wrongheaded that notion is.   

 

In order to re-establish the value of vocational careers 
we have to take our message to the next generation, 
those young men and women who have not yet 
graduated from high school.  Doing this will require a 
brief education about our national and local economy, 
and the state of higher education.  The reality is that a 
four-year degree is a big gamble for anyone who has 
not evinced a predisposition towards higher education, 
and is too expensive to be a perfunctory step in his or  
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her life.  What we will be explaining is that this does not 
make them in any way inferior to the people who 
obtain year degrees, especially when considering 
employability and earning potential.  What is more, 
they will not have to shoulder the staggering debt 
associated with the student loans that most college 
graduates bear. 

The average student loan burden for 2016 college 
graduates was over $37,000 dollars.  This is an onerous 
debt to carry, especially if the graduate is not dedicated 
to pursuing the field they studied and only pursued a 
degree to fulfill a societal expectation.  The reality is 
that a significant group of each graduating class for 
whom classroom learning has been difficult, and who 
would rather do something less abstract- these are the 
builders, the makers, the fixers, and we need more of 
them.  After making the case for exploring vocational 
trades, MEA plans to facilitate that exploration by 
inviting professionals from vocational fields to share 
their experience.  Direct engagement opportunities with 
people that have made careers in vocational fields will 
give students an opportunity to ask questions and gain 
a realistic understanding about these roles.  Interactive  

 
exhibits we hope to bring to the fair  will offer 
interested students an opportunity to try the work that 
is done by people with vocational training- giving them 
hands on opportunities to simulate using heavy 
machinery, welding, and so on and so forth. 

Of course, this event will be much more effective if it is 
fully funded, and so we will wait until our remaining 
outstanding grants are either approved or denied.  That 
being said, we are planning to hold this fair in March 
regardless of funding, and will be making it available to 
students across Mackinac County.  If you, or someone 
you know, are interested in participating in this event, 
please don’t hesitate to reach out to Alex Iseri.

 

MEA Score Workshops 
On October 17th, Mackinac Economic Alliance partnered 
with Tip of the Mitt SCORE to hold a volunteer 
roundtable at the St. Ignace Public Library.  Tip of the 
Mitt SCORE is a branch of a nonprofit association 
comprised of over 13,000 volunteer business 
counselors.  SCORE started in 1964 and nearly 10 million 
Americans have utilized Score services.  The volunteers 
provide confidential business mentoring services, in 
person and online, to anyone who is thinking about 
starting a business or to help an existing business 
succeed to its potential. 

The first event was to provide information to 
community members interested in being volunteer 
counselors.  SCORE counselors collaborate to help 
entrepreneurs in all phases of business development  

and management, ensuring that whoever seeks out 
assistance through SCORE has access to the best 
qualified volunteer available.  In order to guarantee that 
volunteers can provide consistently high levels of 
service, becoming a SCORE counselors requires 
completing a training process that develops individual’s 
teaching and collaborative qualities, and informs them  
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about the rules that govern SCORE counselors.  These 
rules are in place to ensure that the impact of SCORE 
counselors is positive, and that the organization is not 
used to promote the counselors’ own private interests. 

Mackinac Economic Alliance is working to increase the 
number of SCORE counselors in Mackinac County, and if 
you are interested in joining the growing corps of 
SCORE counselors we invite you to join us- all that is 
required is business experience, and an interest in 
serving your community.  The time that volunteers are 
asked to commit varies, and seasonal residents can 
provide counseling to Mackinac County entrepreneurs 
through email and over the phone if a face-to-face 
meeting is not possible.  There is also a need for 

individuals who would be interested in conducting 
business trainings.  If you're or someone you know 
would be interested in becoming a SCORE counselor, 
please contact (231) 347-4150, or visit 
www.tipofthemitt.score.org. 

After the volunteer roundtable, Tip of the Mitt SCORE 
held a social media marketing workshop.  The goal of 
this training was to teach business owners about the 
different ways that they could use social media to bring 
in new customers and increase customer loyalty.  If you 
would like to attend a future workshop, or if you have 
an idea for a future workshop topic, please contact Alex 
Iseri at iserialex@mackinaceconomicalliance.org, or 
(906) 430-4774. 

New Entrepreneurship Space 
Beginning a small business is an experience that is 
different for everyone- challenging, exciting, frustrating, 
mind-boggling- but it is almost never easy.  However, 
facing the challenges that come with being an 
entrepreneur can be easier if there are support 
networks available.  These support networks can 
provide a sounding board, and access to new resources 
and information.  Having access to a support network 
like this can be difference between success and failure 
for a new entrepreneur, and it is something that 
Mackinac Economic Alliance believes is important to 
fostering entrepreneurs in Mackinac County.   

Thanks to the support of the St. Ignace Historical 
Society, Mackinac Economic Alliance now has an office 
space in which to host Mackinac County entrepreneurs.  
At least once a week, and by appointment, Mackinac 
Economic Alliance Director Alex Iseri will work from the 
North Country Trails Office (on State Street) and he 
invites any and all entrepreneurs to join him.  
Participants can use this opportunity to work (a quiet 
workspace, for those that may not have one) or an  
opportunity to discuss the challenges they are facing.   

The support of a community of entrepreneurs will 
facilitate problem solving, and will help to cultivate a  
 

 

 
culture of mutual self-help.  Doing so will not only help 
to make new and existing businesses more successful, 
but it will also send an important message to those that 
may be considering their own small businesses, or 
bringing their business to Mackinac County.  Signaling 
that Mackinac County is supportive of and interested in 
a more diverse economy will help to make that more  
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diverse economy a reality, and a more diverse economy 
is important to helping foster sustainable economic 
growth. 

If you, or someone you know, is interested in sharing 
this workspace, please contact Alex Iseri at  
iserialex@mackinaceconomicalliance.org, or  
(906) 430-4774.  Also, please follow our Facebook page 
to see when the office will be regularly available.

 

Enbridge Grant Awarded 
Mackinac Economic Alliance is pleased to announce 
that a grant applied for on behalf of the Top of the 
Lakes Snowmobile Museum has been awarded by 
Enbridge, Inc., as part of their community investments 
program.  The awarded funds will be used to purchase 
teleconferencing equipment for the Top of the Lakes 
Snowmobile Museum.  With this equipment, residents 
of western Mackinac County will have the capability to 
join meetings and classrooms that may otherwise be 

inaccessible. Teleconference services will also give 
communities, local businesses and governments the 
tools needed to conduct business remotely, thereby 
increasing their effectiveness and their ability to take 
advantage of opportunities, regardless of where they 
originate.  Mackinac Economic Alliance and the Top of 
the Lakes Snowmobile Museum are grateful to Enbridge 
for making this investment in Mackinac County, and are 
confident of the vital role it will play in future economic 
and community development.  

 
Business Spotlight: Dewyse Construction, Inc.
As Zeak Dewyse tells it, when I sit down with him on a 
sunny day in October, the beginnings of his sauna 
business were pretty innocuous.   

“I was just leafing through an in-flight magazine on a 
family vacation and saw an ad for wooden saunas and 
thought, why couldn’t I do something like that?” 

He would spend the rest of the flight sketching designs 
for saunas on the backs of cocktail napkins but would 
throw the designs away, forgetting about the idea 
entirely, until he stumbled upon someone who had a 
similar notion in 2013. 

“They had some extra lumber and some tools, and had 
put together a barrel sauna. I remembered having had a 
similar idea and asked to buy it, and told him that I may 
try to sell something similar.  The seller didn’t have a 
problem with that, so I took it home and we took it  
apart, and tried to figure out how I could do it better.”  

 

Zeak collaborated closely with his employees, each of 
whom is also an experienced builder, to make 
improvements to the design.  Including his team in this 
process ensured that their skills and their experience 
are reflected in the finished product, ultimately 
producing saunas superior to those that have not been 
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produced through collaborative approach.  Zeak also 
relied on the skills of individuals close to him to bring 
these saunas to market.  Zeak’s son David has been 
integral to marketing and promoting the saunas, and his 
son Devon helps to manage incidental duties and sauna 
deliveries.   

Thanks to this collective effort, dozens of saunas have 
been sold to customers across the United States, 
turning it from an erstwhile day dream to one of the 
most lucra tive services that the business provides.  
However, understanding how Zeak and his team were 
able to integrate sauna production so seamlessly 
requires a little more perspective. 

When asked how long he’s wanted to work in 
construction, Zeak answers easily. 

“All my life,” he’ll tell you, with the smile and 
confidence of someone who has long been secure and 
comfortable with their choice of career. Understanding 
why is easy.  Zeak’s father, John Dewyse owned and 
operated a construction company in Essexville, 
Michigan, John Dewyse and Sons, and it was from his 
father that Zeak learned a handful of principles that 
continue to guide him.  These principles have become 
the core of John’s own business philosophy, which is to 
take on whatever work he can, learn how to do the job 
if necessary, and do the job well.   

When Zeak moved to northern Michigan to get married 
in 1997. He brought with him his passion for building 
and the lessons that he had learned working for his 
father, and started Dewyse Construction Inc. in 
Engadine.  Of course, it was difficult launching a 
construction company in so sparsely populated a 
region, and it was then that Zeak was able to put into 
practice the principles that his father had taught him. 

“At the beginning, the best advertising that I could get 
was word of mouth,” Zeak says, “and if you want that to 
be good, you have to have your work be quality.”  Zeak 
and his team were, and are, dedicated to doing work of 
the highest quality, even if it means submitting bids that 
he knows will not be the lowest that a prospective 
customer will receive.  This way, Zeak knows that they’ll  

 
be able to stand behind and vouch for whatever they 
build, and that his customers will be satisfied.  These 
satisfied customers will speak well of the company, 
generating a group of potential clients who know that 
Zeak and his team, while potentially more expensive, 
will meet their expectations. 

Having learned “to do everything” on a job site was also 
a valuable asset when he began his business, and it’s 
helped to guide how he’s developed his workforce.  All 
employees are cross trained, so that they not only learn 
all the different skills that they need to build from the 
basement up, but they also learn how to do each of 
those things well. This has been advantageous because 
it allows the company to bid on a wider range of 
projects.  It also means that he doesn’t have to rely 
nearly as much on sub-contractors, who are few and far 
between in western Mackinac County.   

These qualities helped to grow the business steadily 
until 2008, when the United States’ housing bubble 
burst and the bottom fell out of the economy.  Dewyse 
Construction Inc. shrunk until Zeak was the sole 
employee, and even still he had to supplement business 
in Mackinac County with work he did in the Lower 
Peninsula.  While Zeak won’t take credit for any special 
insight, he understood that he needed to keep investing 
in his company if it was going to ever recover.  One such 
investment was the website for Dewyse Construction 
Inc.  The customers drawn by the website helped the 
business to recover, and even now continues to attract 
potential customers that help to insulate the company 
from market shocks. 

While Dewyse Construction wouldn’t start producing  
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saunas until 2013, well after the company had begun to 
recover from the recession, sauna sales represent 
another sort of insulation against market downturns.  
There are several reasons for this.  The first is that they 
do not require any special investment by the company- 
employees already have the skills that they need to 
build the saunas, and because the company takes on all 
sorts of jobs he already has the necessary equipment.  
As a result, sauna construction does not significantly 
add to overhead costs, and so make an excellent value-
added product if and when construction projects are 
thin on the ground.   

Saunas also represent a superb supplement to his 
construction business because unnecessary risks are 
avoided.  While there is certainly a great deal of 
temptation to grow this part of his company, doing so 
would require significant investment.  This investment 
would become a liability if the economy flounders and 
other parts of his business suffer, which in turn would 
threaten the solvency of his company.  Undermining his 
business in this way would defeat the purpose of 
building and selling the saunas in the first place, 
inasmuch as it could threaten the viability of his primary 
business.  Even advertising for the saunas is kept to a 
minimum.  While the website is as much a focal point 
for advertising the saunas as it is for the rest of their 
endeavors, the best way of advertising the saunas has  
been much simpler.  The vacant land on US 2 where 
model saunas are displayed and signage is posted has  

been the source of most sauna sales, while also being 
the most cost-effective. 

All of this is to say that diversifying business in a 
manageable way is something that almost any small 
business owner can do to insulate themselves against 
the kinds of shocks that close thousands of businesses 
during every economic recession.  Finding a way to 
diversify business can also help small business owners 
to create opportunities for income generation when 
their typical sources of income aren’t flowing.  As Zeak 
and his team demonstrate, these ideas don’t have to be 
groundbreaking or unusual, and there doesn’t 
necessarily have to be a pre-existing market- the most 
important component is that it does not risk becoming 
a liability to the business, and that the business can do 
it well.  Doing this is often easiest through close 
collaboration amongst those that know the business 
best, its owner and employees. 

 

New Investment in Eastern Mackinac County 
Mackinac Economic Alliance is pleased to announce 
that a new investor is coming to Clark Township, with 
plans to break ground on significant site improvements 
in the near future.  This new business will both create 
jobs and help to develop the workforce in Mackinac 
County through the provision of other much needed 
services.  Included in the plans is a business center 
where small businesses and seasonal can access high 
speed internet, as well as copiers and printers. The 
facility will also house a business incubator, creating a 

space for entrepreneurs that offers access to the tools, 
resources, and support needed to develop their ideas, 
and a classroom which will be used to foster skills for 
additional business facilities to be further developed on 
the site.  Mackinac Economic Alliance is pleased to 
welcome Rebelyon Development Group LLC and its 
owner, Donald Moore, to the business community in 
Mackinac County.  We look forward to the opportunity 
to support the success of this exciting new venture.  
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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 

 
Ph: (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! 

 

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 

EdwardJones in St. Ignace 

Amy Polk 
2017 Secretary 

Owner, Applecore General Store 

Lester Livermore Jr. 
Chairman, Mackinac County 

Road Commission 

Jim Clapperton 
Mackinac County Coordinator, 

MI Works! 

Bruce Gustafson 
Top of the Lake Communities 

Association 

Luke Paquin 

Treasurer 
Owner, The Cedar Hill Lodge 

 

Mike Soder 

Owner, Fish and Hunt Shop 

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 

 

 


