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Executive summary
Redevelopment Ready Communities® (RRC) is
a certification program supporting community
revitalization and the attraction and retention of
businesses, entrepreneurs and talent throughout
Michigan. RRC promotes communities to be
development ready and competitive in today’s economy
by actively engaging stakeholders and proactively
planning for the future—making them more attractive
for projects that create places where people want to live,
work and invest.
To become formally engaged in the RRC program,
communities must complete the RRC self-evaluation
and a community representative must attend two days
of trainings which cover the six best practices. The
governing body must also pass a resolution of intent,
outlining the value the community sees in participating
in the program. Vassar became formally engaged in
February 2017 upon completion of the training series
by City Manager Brian Chapman. Prior to that, the city
passed a resolution to participate in November 2016 and
submitted its completed self-evaluation in January 2017.
Developed by experts in the public and private sector,
the RRC best practices are the standard to achieve
certification, designed to create a predictable experience
for investors, businesses and residents working within
a community; communities must demonstrate that all
best practice criteria have been met to receive RRC
certification. While every community is held to the
same best practices, RRC values the individuality and
unique circumstances each community faces—as
such, communities vary in how they demonstrate their
implementation of the best practices.
Within the past year, Vassar has seen significant
interest in its downtown. Interviews with business
owners suggest this resurgence is supporting an
overall optimism that can drive a community to new
heights. The city also is fortunate to have an energetic

city manager who plays a large role in pushing the
community forward. These two forces combined present
a real opportunity for the city and it is the intent of
this report of findings to identify the ways in which
the community can use this energy to build capacity
and frameworks that will document the many things
the city is doing well and promote predictability into
the future. For example, the city has a strong planning
foundation with its master plan, downtown plan, Vassar
Vision and small-scale manufacturing report but this
RRC “Report of Findings” recommends minor updates
to ensure all these plans are coordinating. The city
also should conduct a review and update of its zoning
ordinance which would benefit from more detail on the
development process as well as new tools to encourage
concentrated and flexible development. The development
process itself should be documented to ensure continuity
and predictability. The city will also need to implement
training and communication channels, identify priority
redevelopment sites, create a cohesive economic
development strategy and build a marketing/branding
strategy that tells Vassar’s story.
It’s clear that Vassar is based on the idea that
government and community can, and should, work
together. The city has built strong relationships with
its businesses, civic groups and residents and these
relationships will prove vital to helping the community
complete the RRC process as it faces the resource
constraints that face so many Michigan communities.
RRC is a community-wide process and we encourage the
city to build a group of dedicated leaders and volunteers
to help complete the tasks outlined in this report. With
this report and community support, we believe the
community can reach RRC certification. We look forward
to working with the city in the future and building a
strong relationship for many years to come.
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Methodology
The basic assessment tool for evaluation is the RRC
Best Practices. These six standards were developed
in conjunction with public and private sector experts
and address key elements of community and economic
development. A community must demonstrate all of the
RRC best practice components have been met to become
RRC certified. Once received, certification is valid for
three years.
Measurement of a community to the best practices
is completed through the RRC team’s research,
observation and interviews, as well as the consulting
advice and technical expertise of the RRC advisory
council. The team analyzes a community’s development
materials, including, but not limited to: the master plan;

redevelopment strategy; capital improvements plan;
budget; public participation plan; zoning regulations;
development procedures; applications; economic
development strategy; marketing strategies; and website.
Researchers observe the meetings of the community’s
governing body, planning commission, zoning board
of appeals and other committees as applicable. In
confidential interviews, the team also records the input of
local business owners and developers who have worked
with the community.
A community’s degree of attainment for each best
practice criteria is visually represented in this report by
the following:

Green indicates the best practice component is currently being met by the
community.
Yellow indicates some of the best practice component may be in place, but
additional action is required.
Red indicates the best practice component is not present or outdated.

This report represents the findings of the evaluation of the city of Vassar’s redevelopment processes and practices. All
questions should be directed to the RRC team at RRC@michigan.org.
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Evaluation snapshot
Vassar has completed 5 percent of the Redevelopment Ready Communities® criteria
and is in the process of completing another 46 percent.
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Best practice findings
Best Practice 1.1—The plans
Best Practice 1.1 evaluates community planning and how
the redevelopment vision is embedded in the master
plan, downtown plan and capital improvements plan.
The master plan sets expectations for those involved in
new development and redevelopment, giving the public
some degree of certainty about their vision for the future,
while assisting the city in achieving its stated goals. Local
plans can provide key stakeholders with a roadmap for
navigating the redevelopment process in the context of
market realities and community goals.
The Michigan Planning Enabling Act (MPEA),
Public Act 33 of 2008, requires that the planning
commission create and approve a master plan as a
guide for development and review the master plan at
least once every five years after adoption. The city’s
current master plan was adopted on July 6, 2015, and
includes 15 goals ranging from promoting aesthetic
improvements throughout the city to improving housing
opportunity and place-making. Each goal is associated
with specific actions for a total of 65 actions the city
and its partners should undertake to make the plan a
reality. These goals and actions are based heavily on the
results of a community-wide survey which garnered
397 responses from a wide cross-section of Vassar’s
population. While the plan includes many actions, only
a small handful are included in the implementation
schedule which runs from 2015–2017 and includes only
items directly implemented by city staff. In order to meet
RRC certification, the city should review the actions
and create a complete implementation schedule that
includes responsible parties and estimated timelines for
all actions.
As of 2013, only 0.9 percent of land within Vassar
was considered undeveloped which suggests the city is
primed for redevelopment. Survey results support the
idea that the city is in need of additional commercial
development (75 percent felt this way) and that future
community and economic development should be a
priority of the city (60 percent). The downtown appears
to be a key focus area for redevelopment with items
such as streetscape improvements and landscaping
improvements recommended to draw in additional
businesses. The city also received a report earlier this

year regarding how downtown can adapt to attract small
scale manufacturing. However, due to the existence of
the 100-year flood plain, the city is somewhat limited
in what can be achieved downtown. As such, the plan
also identifies some other areas like West Huron Street
and currently underdeveloped industrial land as priority
areas for redevelopment and lays out specific actions like
the creation of a Local Development Financing Authority
(LDFA) and encouraging adaptive reuse of discontinued
industrial properties.
One of the tools available to the city for downtown
redevelopment is the Downtown Development Authority
(DDA). This group of local business owners helps
promote business and activity in the area and works
closely with the city to utilize their funds in accordance
with their tax incremental financing (TIF) plan. That
plan, last updated in 2010, identifies 17 goals for the
downtown ranging from property cleanup to hiring an
executive director. As required in Michigan statute, the
plan includes estimated costs ($740,000) and timelines
for each of the goals, though a number of the goals have
unknown costs such as the cost of an executive director.
Since the time this plan was last written, several key
changes have occurred including the new master plan,
the Vassar vision project for T. North Pavilion, the smallscale manufacturing report, and the recent influx of
new businesses in the downtown area (seven businesses
opened up in 2016 alone). With all these changes coming
into play, the DDA should take the RRC process as an
opportunity to review the plan and update it as needed,
in particular looking at what types of pedestrian/
streetscape improvements should be pursued (as called
for in the master plan) and better mapping out possible
costs. The plan should also be included on the DDA’s
webpage. Related, the city and DDA may wish to look at
the Michigan Main Street program as a way to harness
the current interest in downtown and leverage it to
provide future change.
Tying all the goals and actions from the master plan,
Vassar Vision, parks and recreation plan, and downtown
plan is the city’s capital improvements plan (CIP).
The city’s current CIP covers five years and lays out
$2,401,020 in projects from all areas of city operations.
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Best practice findings
Best Practice 1.1—The plans continued
The plan is not available online as a separate document,
but can be located within the proposed budget for
the upcoming year. Projects such as road rebuilds and
underground utility maintenance are coordinated to
avoid disruptions. It’s unclear what the process is for
developing the CIP each year (the only detail RRC was
able to ascertain was that the planning commission
Status

Evaluation criteria
The governing body has adopted a
master plan in the past five years.
The governing body has adopted a
downtown plan.

Recommended actions for certification


Update the implementation section to include
all actions along with responsible parties and
timelines



Review the DDA TIF Plan and update as needed



Include the plan on the DDA’s webpage

The governing body has adopted a
corridor plan.
The governing body has adopted a
capital improvements plan.

approves it in the first quarter of each year) nor how the
city prioritizes and decides which projects to include
each year. These process details should be improved
upon and the CIP should become a separate document as
it should guide development of the budget. RRC provides
a CIP guide that the city may wish to review as it includes
the missing information.
Estimated
timeline
6 months

6 months

N/A




Ensure the CIP covered six years as required
under MPEA

3 months

Provide a clear description of the CIP process
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Best practice findings
Best Practice 1.2— Public participation
Best Practice 1.2 assesses how well the community
identifies and engages its stakeholders on a continual
basis. Public participation aims to prevent or minimize
disputes by creating a process for resolving issues before
they become an obstacle.
Vassar currently utilizes the basic methods of
communication by following the Open Meetings Act
(meeting notifications, minutes, etc.) while also going
above and beyond via more proactive outreach tools.
These tools include surveys, social media (Facebook is
a prominent feature on the city’s website homepage)
and community workshops like those performed for
Vassar Vision. The city website also has a feature, “Vassar
Voices,” which provides residents an opportunity to
interact directly with the city. Residents can provide
ideas, share thoughts on proposed issues and more.
The feature doesn’t appear to be heavily utilized at this
stage, but the website is new and that may increase
especially as the feature is made more prominent on the
site (our evaluation found this feature while searching
for something else.) The city also provides a notification
Status

service which can send meeting reminders, notices when
agendas are posted, announcements and more.
With numerous options available to communities for
public engagement, it is important that the city identify
which tools it would like to use moving forward. This
helps set expectations for residents, lays out options for
developers and makes the most efficient use of the city’s
limited resources. The plan should identify what options
the city plans to use on a regular basis, which might be
more applicable to specific processes (such as master
plan updates), how citizens can get involved and how
developers should plan to do outreach for potentially
controversial projects. The plan should also identify
ways to evaluate the effectiveness of various outreach
methods and ways the city plans to share the results of
such outreach whether via a final plan document, report
out at city council or some other method. This city does
some sharing already, but a more formal list of ways the
information will be distributed would strengthen the
city’s efforts and keep momentum going for projects such
as Vassar Vision.

Evaluation criteria

Recommended actions for certification

The community has a public
participation plan for engaging
a diverse set of community
stakeholders.



The community demonstrates that
public participation efforts go beyond
the basic methods.
The community shares outcomes of
public participation processes.

Develop a formal public participation strategy

Estimated
timeline
6 months

✓


As part of the strategy, develop a list of avenues
the city will use to share the results of public
engagement efforts

6 months
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Best practice findings
Best Practice 2.1— Zoning regulations
Best Practice 2.1 evaluates the city’s zoning ordinance
and assesses how well it regulates for and implements
the goals of the master plan. Zoning is a significant
mechanism for achieving desired land use patterns and
quality development and ensuring the community has an
up-to-date zoning ordinance that is accessible and easy to
understand is vital to being redevelopment ready.
Foundationally, the Michigan Zoning Enabling
Act (MZEA), Public Act 110 of 2006, requires that
a zoning ordinance be based on a plan to help guide
zoning decisions. The city’s 2015 master plan fulfills this
purpose and provides a well thought out future land
use section. Our review of the zoning ordinance found
overall agreement with the goals of the master plan in
the intent statements and overall provisions, but the
city’s self-evaluation indicated that the ordinance had
not undergone a full review since adoption of the plan.
As the city reviews the ordinance to include some of the
other missing RRC components, a full review would be
in order. In such a case, communities have traditionally
found a zoning audit performed by a third party to be a
useful investment.1
Aside from coordinating with the master plan,
a Redevelopment Ready Community’s zoning
ordinance will include provisions that promote several
development-friendly concepts such as concentrated
development, housing diversity, parking flexibility and
sustainable infrastructure. As mention earlier, it is clear
Vassar’s downtown is a focal point of development
in the city (even with the challenges brought by the
flood plain). As such. zoning ordinance provisions like
outdoor dining, ground level transparency, mixed use
development and historical preservation would benefit
the downtown area in creating a stronger sense of “place.”
While several of these topics are supported in the master
plan (for example, over one-third of residents support
more second-story dwellings downtown), the ordinance
is quiet on these type of provisions. The only provision
from the RRC best practices found was for second-story
dwellings however they were listed as a special use in the
central business district. Special uses trigger additional
hearings and requirements which can bog down
development. In order to become more redevelopment
A zoning audit is one of several possible opportunities for Vassar and RRC to team up on
technical assistance via RRC’s matching funds benefit.
2
2015 American Community Survey
3
Zoning Ordinance Section 86-525(3)
1

friendly, the city should update the ordinance to make
these dwellings allowed by right (necessary provisions
can still be attached) as well as explore concepts such as
build-to lines, public realms standards and more. Several
interviews with city business owners also show a desire
for design guidelines whether that be via the ordinance
or through the DDA’s façade grant program.
Along with concentrated development, the ordinance
should allow for a diversified housing stock that provides
options to longtime and new residents alike. This RRC
best practices ties into the master plan goal of providing
attractive and affordable housing choices. This can be
achieved by promoting housing options such as duplexes,
townhomes, live/work units, downtown units, quads and
more. These types of housing are often called “missing
middle housing” due to their relative scarcity in Michigan
overall. Demand is high for these type of units as baby
boomers downsize and as other generations shy away
from detached single family homes. The city’s selfevaluation indicated that none of these are currently
permitted. Our evaluation found that it’s certainly
possible some could be included based on the way the
code is written, but it’s not exactly clear. This would be
remedied by simply providing more detail and examples
in the uses and definitions sections of the ordinance.
With housing and a lively downtown handled, a
Redevelopment Ready Community® must next ensure
residents can get from their homes to the commercial
areas around town. This can be achieved via motorized
and non-motorized transit. With over 98 percent of the
city’s population estimated to drive to work2, ensuring
those residents have somewhere to park their vehicle is
important. At the same time, it’s important to ensure
parking requirements are right-sized and allow enough
flexibility for developers to propose solutions that fit
within the particular needs of their development. RRC
best practices provide nine possible options and ask
a community to select at least two. Currently, Vassar
has only one in place: a general ability for the planning
commission to approve a reduction for complementary
uses3. This provision provides little guidance for how
that would be calculated or what factors to consider.
This is perhaps because until recently parking was not
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Best practice findings
Best Practice 2.1— Zoning regulations continued
considered a major issue in the downtown area (less than
one-third of survey respondents believed more parking
was needed), but interviews with DDA representatives
have indicated that parking has become a bigger issue
within the past year due to the resurgence of downtown.
Parking was also covered in the Vassar Vision report. As
part of the ordinance update, the city should review the
many available options and select those which it finds
most applicable to its situation.
For those who commute to work via bike/foot or come
to the city to visit, having a safe pedestrian experience is
important. The zoning ordinance can encourage pedestrian
safety by including public realms standards, ensuring
sidewalks are built in new developments, promoting
bike parking or elevated pedestrian walkways and more.
Currently none of this is included in the ordinance. Similar
to parking, the city should review the many available
options and select at least one which fits Vassar.
A Redevelopment Ready Community® will also have
an ordinance that invests in mitigating the impacts
of development such as storm water run-off and heat
islands. Vassar is no stranger to the dangers of storm
water and the impact it can have on development. Along
with restricting new development in flood plains, the
city can help manage storm water by encouraging green
infrastructure which is designed to retain and naturally
handle storm water. This not only can help manage
flooding, but it can also reduce the need to invest in
costly grey infrastructure. Items such as retention ponds,
bioswales, and green roofs can also serve as attractive
natural features increase the attractiveness of an area.

Another way to handle these impacts is to ensure parking
lot design guides include trees and other natural features.
With an ordinance that addresses all of the above
components, a developer should have the guidance and
tools they need for most development proposals. But
not even the best ordinance can predict every possibility.
As such, tools like conditional rezoning, planned unit
developments (PUDs), and special land uses are essential
to ensure the community can entertain unique proposals.
The city does include conditional rezoning procedures
in Section 86-52 and PUDs in article XI. The city also
includes special land uses (SLU) in the many of the
zoning districts, but our review was unable to locate
details on the SLU review process. Another way to
promote flexibility is to ensure the ordinance includes
up-to-date use tables that address “new economy” type
uses like research, distilleries, film, indoor recreation
and small-scale manufacturing. During the update, the
city should ensure these type of uses are included in
appropriate districts.
Finally, a zoning ordinance should strive to be as
user-friendly as possible. This includes being accessible
online and incorporating graphics, tables and charts to
visually explain provisions. Overall the city’s ordinance
is user-friendly. However this report does make two
recommendations for improving on this front: clarify
the previously mentioned concern on housing type
definitions and develop a use-matrix that lays out
possible uses and what district they would be allowed
in. This is a powerful tool that can greatly increase
friendliness for both developers and residents.
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Best practice findings
Best Practice 2.1— Zoning regulations continued
Status

Evaluation criteria

Recommended actions for certification

The governing body has adopted a
zoning ordinance that aligns with the
goals of the master plan.



The zoning ordinance provides for
areas of concentrated development in
appropriate locations and encourages
the type and form of development
desired.
The zoning ordinance includes flexible
tools to encourage development and
redevelopment.
The zoning ordinance allows for a
variety of housing options.
The zoning ordinance includes
standards to improve non-motorized
transportation.
The zoning ordinance includes flexible
parking standards.
The zoning ordinance includes
standards for green infrastructure.
The zoning ordinance is user-friendly.

Review the ordinance and identify where
updates may be needed to match with the 2015
master plan

Estimated
timeline
6 months



Adopt provisions for concentrated development
as outlined in the RRC best practices



Include second-story dwellings as a permitted
use in at least one district



Explore provisions to protect historic properties
or features in Vassar



Provide additional detail on the special land-use
process

12 months



Clarify housing types allowed in the ordinance;
add additional options if needed

12 months



Adopt standards to encourage and protect nonmotorized transportation

12 months



Adopt additional tools for parking flexibility

12 months



Adopt provisions to encourage green
infrastructure

12 months



Clarify housing types in definitions



Create a use-matrix

12 months

12 months
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Best practice findings
Best Practice 3.1— Development review policy and procedures
An efficient site plan review process is integral to being
redevelopment ready and can assist a community in
attracting investment dollars while ensuring its zoning
ordinance and other laws are followed. As such, best
Practice 3.1 evaluates the city’s development review
policies and procedures, project tracking and internal/
external communications to ensure the process is
predictable, transparent and efficient.
Evaluation of this best practice included interviews
with several business owners/DDA members who are
active in the community and provided invaluable insight
into on-the-ground realities of doing business in the city.
Overall, these interviews indicated that the city’s review
process is quick, efficient and development-friendly.
Several interviewees said the city is very willing to work
with applicants and is excited to see new development
occurring. This level of commitment to development
would be even stronger with well documented process.
As such, much of the city’s work in this section should be
focused on ensuring the process it has in place remains
in place when current staff and leadership inevitability
retire or leave.
For developers or residents looking to do work in the
city, their site review application will go through either
an administrative review (single family, duplex residential
sites or accessory uses under 1,000 feet) or through the
planning commission. For the internal review process,
the site application simply goes through a brief internal
review. The zoning ordinance does not outline this
process but interviews indicate that it moves quickly,
often within a week.
All new non-residential construction (including
multifamily housing) or changes to non-residential
lots must go through the planning commission. These
applications are due at least 14 days prior to the desired
planning commission meeting and can be submitted
at City Hall. The city manager, who also serves as the
zoning administrator, manages the review process
ensuring the application is complete, fees are paid,
and the application is distributed for internal review.
Potential members of the joint review team include the
planning department, public works, assessor, building

department, city manager, fire, police and economic
development. The zoning ordinance does not indicate a
core joint review team and it was unclear which of the
previously mentioned individuals may be optional and
which are always involved. It was also unclear what the
internal expectations are regarding comments or if the
group meets in person to handle the review at once.
Based on the lack of details in the zoning ordinance,
it’s unclear whether the applicant is provided with a
copy of comments prior to the meeting and/or given an
opportunity to make adjustments. The city does offer the
opportunity for a developer to meet with the city prior
to submitting the application which can help ensure a
smoother application review during the formal process.
This tool should be advertised on the city’s webpage and
include a set of expectations for such meetings.
Once the application has gone through the internal
review process, it is brought to the planning commission
for review and approval. The review at the planning
commission is based on the internal review as well as a
few standards outlined in Section 86-536(e) which mostly
pertain to traffic flow and location. If approved by the
planning commission, the city issues land use permits
for the site and the developer moves on to secure any
building permits they may need from the county. During
that process the city manager serves as a bridge between
the city and county to ensure the process runs smoothly.
No type of formal tracking mechanism is in place and
developers are encouraged to reach out to the city if they
run into any issues with the county.
While the process appears to run well overall, the
lack of detail in the ordinance creates a strong need for
detailed internal process documents which currently do
not exist. These documents should establish procedures
for in-take, filing, distribution to the review team,
deadlines for comments, interaction with the developer
and establish a tracking mechanism. This tracking
mechanism should follow the application from submittal
through occupancy, including permitting and inspections
with the county. Having these processes documented
provides predictability and accountability for developers
and residents. After internal processes are documented,
12

Best practice findings
Best Practice 3.1— Development review policy and procedures continued
the city should also create a series of flowcharts and
checklists to help explain the process.
Finally, the city is fortunate to have experienced
significant new business growth in the past year and is
poised for additional changes such as the small-scale
manufacturing initiative downtown. As such, this is a
prime opportunity to establish a feedback loop between
developers/residents going through the process and
Status

Evaluation criteria
The zoning ordinance articulates a
thorough site plan review process.

the city. This can complement the city’s already strong
relationship with its business community. Tools such
as a survey, roundtables or follow-up phone calls can
help the city identify ways it can improve. The results
of this feedback should be reviewed by the joint review
committee as well as the planning commission on at least
an annual basis.

Recommended actions for certification


The community has a qualified intake
professional.

Review the zoning ordinance and ensure site
review and special land use processes are clearly
established

Estimated
timeline
12 months

✓


Advertise the availability of these meetings
online



Establish a checklist/expectations to help
applicants be prepared



Include options for this in the public participation
strategy from Best Practice 1.2



Designate a core review team and outline
expectations in an internal policy



Include the joint review team in the zoning
ordinance

The community has a clearly
documented internal staff review
policy.



Develop a policy to guide the internal review
process that includes roles, timelines and other
key procedures

5 months

The community promptly acts on
development requests.



Create flow charts and checklists to assist in the
understanding of requirements for applications

8 months

The community has a method to track
development projects.



Create a simple tracking mechanism that follows
an application from submittal to occupancy

3 months



Establish a feedback tool or process



Review feedback at least annually

The community defines and offers
conceptual site plan review meetings
for applicants.
The community encourages a
developer to seek input from
neighboring residents and businesses
at the onset of the application process.
The appropriate departments engage
in joint site plan reviews.

The community annually reviews the
successes and challenges with the site
plan review and approval procedures.

1 month

6 months

4 months

12 months
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Best practice findings
Best Practice 3.2— Guide to Development
Best Practice 3.2 evaluates the availability of the
community’s development information. Having all
development-related information in a single location
can greatly increase the ability of a developer or resident
to access what they need online quickly and efficiently.
Including this information online can also help build longterm capacity for staff by reducing the number of questions
they must answer on the process, instead focusing on
providing more personalized customer service.
When first accessing the city’s website a visitor would
immediately notice the “Business Resources” tab. This
is an excellent location to build a web-based “Guide to
Development.” Since some of the items listed in this best
practice are already online (zoning permit, ordinances,
meeting schedules, etc.) this tab could be expanded to
include the other needed materials including process
flowcharts, fee schedule, financial assistance or incentive
tools, information on county building permits, and
Status

Evaluation criteria
The community maintains an online
guide to development that explains
policies, procedures and steps to
obtain approvals.
The community annually reviews the
fee schedule.

more. With all this information located in one place, a
developer or resident can easily learn about the process
and form a positive initial impress of the city’s process.
Along with understanding the process, a
Redevelopment Ready Community® will make it easy
to understand the upfront costs for the site review. This
can be achieved by annually reviewing the fee schedule,
making that schedule available online and implementing
a system to accept credit cards as a form of payment.
The city currently reviews the fee schedule each year
with the budget and does accept credit cards for some
fees. There is no clear indication as to which fees would
be accepted via credit card and which wouldn’t be— this
should be corrected. The fee schedule is also currently
not online (except as an attachment to the proposed
budget). Including this on the business tab or as part of
the application would be helpful.

Recommended actions for certification

Estimated
timeline



Develop a “Guide to Development” as outlined
in the RRC best practices

12 months



Clarify which fees can be accepted via credit card

2 months
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Best practice findings
Best Practice 4.1— Recruitment and orientation
Best Practice 4.1 evaluates how a community conducts
recruitment and orientation for newly appointed or
elected officials. Such officials sit on the numerous
boards, commissions and committees that advise city
leaders on key policy decisions. Ensuring the city is
able to recruit the best candidates for these bodies and
also have a system in place to get new members up-tospeed ensures predictability and accountability in the
development process.
The city has three main development boards: the
planning commission, the downtown development
authority (DDA), and the economic development
authority (EDA). The zoning board of appeals also
addresses development issues but only meets when
necessary versus the standing monthly meetings of the
other boards. The planning commission is comprised
of nine members and hold three-year terms. The DDA
includes the city’s chief executive plus at least eight
members serving four-year terms. The EDA includes the
city executive, a city council representative and three
private sector representatives serving six-year terms. The
ZBA includes five members plus two alternates serving
three-year terms.
Status

The city includes an application on its website that
covers all city boards and commissions. The application
can be downloaded, filled out and returned to city hall.
While the application includes all the information the
city would need to evaluate candidates, it should be
updated to include desired skillsets for each board,
expectations regarding meeting attendance/preparation
and a brief explanation of the process for selection. The
city should consult each of the boards to determine the
best skill set and establish expectations. This could also
be done via bylaws which the city’s ordinance states each
board should have—those should be included online so
any interested member of the public can understand how
a body operates prior to attending a meeting.
Once community members have decided to apply
and are accepted, they will need to access orientation
materials so they can be prepared for their duties.
Currently the city does not provide orientation materials.
An orientation packet should be created that includes
meeting schedules, past minutes, expectations and helpful
resources. Organizations such as the Michigan Municipal
League or the Michigan Association of Planning can
provide access to a wealth of materials for orientation.
Estimated
timeline

Evaluation criteria

Recommended actions for certification

The community sets expectations for
board and commission positions.



Establish a desired skillset for each board and
commission as well as expectations

6 months



Create orientation packets for each board and
commission

6 months

The community provides orientation
packets to all appointed and elected
members of development-related
boards and commissions.
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Best practice findings
Best Practice 4.2— Education and training
Best Practice 4.2 assesses how a community encourages
training and tracks educational activities for appointed
and elected officials and staff as well as communication
among the various board and commissions. Trainings
provide officials and staff with an opportunity to expand
their knowledge and ultimately make more informed
decisions about land use and redevelopment issues.
In order to access training an individual must
have three things: information on upcoming events,
funds to register/travel, and time to attend. While a
community can’t have direct control over an elected
or appointed official’s schedule, it can encourage
training by providing funds and information on
upcoming events. Some communities also implement
training requirements within their bylaws or establish
expectations for boards and commissions. Currently
Vassar does not actively encourage or specifically
provide funds for training opportunities for officials,
but the city manager is working to change that. The city
has recently implemented a supervisor level training
program to address training within city staff. As part
of RRC certification, a process should be set up to
encourage and support training for officials as well. This
Status

should include identifying priority trainings, tracking
attendance and ensuring officials are regularly reminded
of training opportunities. It is important to note that
training programs need not be expensive — if the city is
concerned about budgetary constraints, a training plan
could focus on webinars or other methods that are low
cost or free.
Strong communication can take training to the next
level by ensuring new information is shared among those
who were unable to attend trainings. It also ensures
the various boards and commissions are moving in the
same direction. The city manager currently serves as the
conduit between the city and its boards/commissions and
information is shared via word of mouth or minutes. To
further promote communication the city should establish
at least an annual joint meeting between city council,
planning commission, DDA and EDC. This would be
a great time to evaluate annual goals and perform any
annual reviews in a single setting.
The planning commission should also prepare an
annual report as required by the Michigan Planning
Enabling Act. This is currently not done.

Evaluation criteria

Recommended actions for certification

The community has a dedicated
source of funding for training.



Establish a dedicated source of funding to
support training for staff and elected officials



Identify training needs and priority trainings



Track attendance at training events for staff and
officials



Establish a process to regularly encourage
training



Hold an annual joint meeting between the
various development-related bodies



Prepare and publish an annual planning
commission report as required by the MPEA

The community identifies training
needs and tracks attendance of the
governing body, boards, commissions
and staff.
The community encourages the
governing body, boards, commissions
and staff to attend trainings.
The community shares information
between the governing body, boards,
commissions and staff.

Estimated
timeline
12 months

4 months

6 months

12 months
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Best practice findings
Best Practice 5.1— Redevelopment Ready Sites®
Best Practice 5.1 assesses how a community identifies,
visions for, and markets their priority redevelopment
sites. Communities must think strategically about the
redevelopment of properties and investments and should
be targeted in areas that can catalyze further development
around it. Instead of waiting for developers to propose
projects, redevelopment ready communities identify
priority sites and prepare information to assist developers
in finding opportunities that match the city’s vision.
In order to meet this RRC best practice, the city will
need to engage stakeholders across the community
to identify redevelopment ready sites and prioritize
at least three. As part of this process, the community
should develop a vision for what they’d prefer to see
on the sites—this vision should be tied to the master
plan and the city should ensure the framework is in
Status

place to support that vision. From there, the city should
gather basic information such as address, owner, value
and infrastructure and package that information into a
short, marketable document. At least one site package
should be developed further into a complete property
information package which includes an expanded
list of more technical items (as applicable) such as
environmental conditions, traffic studies, etc. Finally,
the sites should be actively marketed via the city and its
economic development partners.
As of this report, the city has identified one site in an
industrial area and is working with partners such as the
EPA, DEQ and county to redevelop the site. In addition
to traditional priority sites such as abandoned industrial
sites, RRC communities are encouraged to also consider
downtown or commercial properties as potential priorities.
Estimated
timeline

Evaluation criteria

Recommended actions for certification

The community identifies and
prioritizes redevelopment sites.



Using a multi-stakeholder approach, identify and
prioritize at least two additional sites

3 months



Gather basic information for prioritized sites as
outlined in the RRC best practices

4 months



Develop a vision for prioritized redevelopment
sites

6 months



Identify financial or other incentives for each site

8 months



Complete at least one property information
package

8 months



Market at least three priority redevelopment
sites online

9 months

The community gathers basic
information for prioritized
redevelopment sites.
The community has development a
vision for the priority redevelopment
sites.
The community identifies potential
resources and incentives for
prioritized redevelopment sites.
A property information package for
the prioritized redevelopment site(s)
is assembled.
Prioritized redevelopment sites are
actively marketed.
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Best practice findings
Best Practice 6.1— Economic development strategy
Best Practice 6.1 evaluates goals and actions identified
by the community to assist in strengthening its overall
economic health. Strategic economic development
planning is critical to attract jobs and new investment
in communities and considering the master plan survey
identified community and economic development as
the highest priority for the city (according to residents),
RRC’s economic development strategy best practice is
especially applicable to Vassar.
The city already has several pieces of an economic
development strategy in place thanks to past planning
efforts including the master plan, downtown plan
and small-scale manufacturing report. In fact, the
city manager’s report to council includes a section on
Status

economic development which includes some of the
recommendations from these documents. The city
should take the RRC process as an opportunity to
review these documents together and create a cohesive
economic development strategy that can help truly focus
its efforts going forward. When doing so, it should be
sure to tie in to other documents such as the I-69 Thumb
Region economic development plan (Accelerate) or the
county EDC. This could be a great project for the city
to collaborate with the DDA, EDC and Chamber. Once
complete, the plan should be reviewed at least annually
though the city is encouraged to continue monthly
updates in the city manager report as well.
Estimated
timeline

Evaluation criteria

Recommended actions for certification

The community has approved an
economic development strategy.



Adopt a comprehensive economic development
strategy

3 months



Review the strategy at least annually

6 months

The community annually reviews the
economic development strategy.
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Best practice findings
Best Practice 6.2— Marketing and promotion
Best Practice 6.2 evaluates how the community promotes
and markets itself. Marketing and branding is an essential
tool in promotion of a community’s assets and unique
attributes. Consumers and investors are attracted to places
that evoke positive feelings and to communities that
take pride in their town and their history. That attraction
can lead to significant investment and an increased
pool of local talent. While a community may have one
overall marketing campaign, it’s also quite common for a
collaborative approach to operate with various partners
advertising to residents, visitors and businesses.
Vassar does not currently have a formal brand or
marketing strategy for the city. One of the goals of the
master plan was “to take advantage of Vassar’s unique
facilities and events as a way to promote a strong cultural
identify for the city.” While this was not listed as a shortterm (1–3 year) goal for the master plan, there is now
an opportunity to complete a goal that meets both the
master plan and RRC. Working with its community
partners, the city should craft a brand and campaign
around what it means to be Vassar. What amenities make
Vassar unique for residents and visitors? The downtown?
The rail trail? Cultural opportunities? This can instill
pride in residents and also strengthen Vassar’s position
to attract tourism dollars. In addition to residents and
Status

visitors, the city should develop a marketing campaign
to further attract investment. This should be aligned
with the city’s economic development strategy as well as
the efforts of the DDA and Chamber. These campaigns
should have a strategy for working together to maximize
impact.
No matter what type of marking campaign the city
ultimately develops, the city’s website will be at the
forefront of spreading that message. Visitors to the site
should immediately be able to tell what Vassar stands
for and why they should live, visit, or invest. The city
recently launched a new website that provides a clean,
crisp layout that is easy to navigate. The site already has
links for residents and business— though as mentioned in
Best Practice 3.2, the business section should be updated
to include a number of missing items. Once a marketing
strategy is established, the website should include
information for visitors or at least links to other sources
of information on tourism.
Overall the city’s website is well done and has a very
solid foundation for future potential. It has helpful tools
and is kept up-to-date. It clearly meets the intent of RRC,
and after adding handful of items will be able to fully
meet the best practice criteria.
Estimated
timeline

Evaluation criteria

Recommended actions for certification

The community has developed a
marketing strategy.



Develop a unified marketing strategy for
residents, visitors, and businesses

12 months



Upload the missing documents listed in Best
Practice 6.2 into a centralized location on the
website

12 months

The community has an updated,
user-friendly municipal website.

19

Conclusion
The RRC program assists communities in maximizing
their economic potential by embracing effective
redevelopment tools and best practices. As mentioned at
the beginning of this report, Vassar is at a perfect place
to take full advantage of RRC by using the best practices
to ensure the processes and development-friendly
atmosphere currently in place continues well into the
future.
Next steps for the city include reviewing this report

of findings and determining whether these actions (and
RRC certification in general) fit within the city’s vision
for the future. If so, the governing body should adopt a
resolution of support to proceed with the RRC program
and continue efforts to complete the missing criteria.
During that time, RRC will be in regular contact with
the city to follow its progress and offer support and
assistance as needed. Once all criteria are met, the city
will be certified as a Redevelopment Ready Community®!
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