
 

 Downtown Development Authority 

AGENDA ITEM REPORT 

 
To: Downtown Development Authority 
Subject: DDA Strategic Planning Session Follow Up Discussion 
Meeting: Downtown Development Authority - 21 Dec 2023 
Department: Planning, Building, and Development 
Staff Contact: Heather Pope, Administrator, Community & Economic Development 
 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION: 
The DDA held a strategic planning session on November 7, 2023 and will be completing the second 
session on December 20, 2023.  At the December 21, 2023 DDA meeting, the Board will have a 
follow up discussion on the sessions and determine next steps for determining the organizational 
structure of the the DDA and the 3-5 year plan. 
  
Staff has attached the two documents that were provided to the Board for the December 20, 2023 
session. 
 
ATTACHMENTS: 
EL DDA Products Report 
EAST LANSING DDA STRUCTURAL CRITERIA 
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Introduction 
On November 8th, 2023, and December 20, 2023, the National Charrette Institute’s Holly Madill and Marie 
Ruemenapp facilitated the East Lansing DDA members, listed below, through two workshops designed to 
create a vision for the future work of the DDA and to review and process together a list of criteria that will be 
needed to make an organizational structure decision that best supports its vision. 

Bob Aydukovic 
Jacqie Babcock 
Ron Bacon* 
Greg Ballein 

Robert Belleman 
Luke Hackney 
Justin Hewson 
Mike Krueger 

Dave Ledebuhr  
Reuben Levinsohn 
Jeff Smith 

 
Prior to the first workshop, NCI conducted one-on-one interviews with board members to solicit a list of 
possible options and their benefits and risks, data and information associated with options, and criteria 
needed to make a decision on organizational structure. The findings from the interviews were reviewed at the 
second workshop. 

Visioning & Action Planning Workshop 
The first workshop, held on November 8, 2023, provided an opportunity for board members to express their 
existing hopes and aspirations for the future of the DDA’s work. The workshop began by members identifying 
their Community Agreements, developed a vision and considered the implications of that vision, and lastly 
drafted an action plan to achieve it. 
 
Community Agreements 
During the workshop, members defined how they wanted to work together through the workshops by 
developing their own behavioral and procedural guidelines for engagement. 

• Consensus and compromise  
• Stay on topic  
• Open minded to other opinions and new ideas 
• New ideas and stimulation 
• Yes, and  
• Alignment in purpose 
• Clear understanding of concerns, issues, and 

opportunity 
• No fear of retaliation 
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Vision 
DDA members expressed their existing hopes and aspirations for the downtown of East Lansing through 
individual, small group, and whole group discussion and ideation around the following guiding question.  

What do we want to see in downtown East Lansing as a result of our DDA actions in 3 to 5 years? 

 

After developing the vision, members placed sticky dots on the categories that were most important to 
them. The categories and their vote tallies along with the vision elements are listed below. 
 
Housing development program that creates a diverse mix of housing choices for everyone [4] 

• Diversity in housing  
• Diverse housing options 
• Mix use 
• Increased density 
• Not so student driven 
• Attract young professionals to live in EL 

Include quality of design in architecture and open, public spaces [0] 
• Well designed and programed open space 
• Permanent high end streetscaping  
• Signature architecture 
• Development on surface parking lots  

Provide a variety of art and cultural activities through programming and venue [1] 
• Destination for art and entertainment 



4 
 

• More art and entertainment 
• Pride in community (AA, GR) 
• Permanent “EL” Fresco 
• Music venues 

Creative P3 financing with the goal of redevelopment [6] 
• Remove Evergreen debt 
• Evergreen re-developed with park/market 

Productive businesses recruitment and retention by dedicated staff [8] 
• Fill vacant storefronts (subsidize retail) 
• Proactive business recruitment and retention 
• Less chain, more independent restaurants, businesses 
• Improved communication with businesses (outreach) 
• Blue Owl Coffee Downtown EL 
• Business friendly zoning/codes 

Pedestrian oriented transportation, mobility, and linkages [1] 
• Infrastructure improvements 
• New planning development director 
• Beginnings of light rail down Grand River, connecting Lansing to Okemos 
• Increase transportation (trolley) 
• Connections to Valley Court 

Safety in the downtown [4] 
• FT DDA team for clean/safe and program services 
• Safe 
• Safety in downtown (lighting, cameras, police) 

Create more accessible downtown [1] 
• Expand parking, options besides ramps 
• Expand parking west of Abbot Road 
• Parking – owned by us 
• Places for Uber/DoorDash to park 

Engage with surrounding communities [2] 
• MSU synergy – Wharton, Breslin 
• MSU turns its front to Grand River 
• Blend and overlap with campus  
• Real connectivity to river and trail system 
• Tying MSU related activity into downtown 
• A unified vision for EL, Lansing and surrounding/adjacent communities 
• LDFA/TIC/tech expansion 
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What do we want to see in downtown East Lansing as a result of our (DDA) actions in 3-5 years? 

Housing 
development 
program that 
creates a 
diverse mix of 
housing choices 
for everyone [4] 

Include 
quality of 
design in 
architecture 
and open, 
public spaces 
[0] 

Provide a 
variety of art 
and cultural 
activities 
through 
programming 
and venue [1] 

Creative P3 
financing with 
the goal of 
redevelopment 
[6] 

Productive 
businesses 
recruitment 
and retention 
by dedicated 
staff [8] 

Pedestrian 
oriented 
transportation, 
mobility, and 
linkages [1] 

Safety in 
the 
downtown 
[4] 

Create more 
accessible 
downtown [1] 

Engage with 
surrounding 
communities [2] 

Diversity in 
housing 

Well designed 
and 
programed 
open space 

Destination for 
art and 
entertainment 

Remove 
Evergreen debt 

Fill vacant 
storefronts 
(subsidize 
retail) 

Infrastructure 
improvements 

FT DDA 
team for 
clean/safe 
and 
program 
services 

Expand 
parking, 
options besides 
ramps 

MSU synergy – 
Wharton, Breslin 

Diverse housing 
options 

Permanent 
high end 
streetscaping 

More art and 
entertainment 

Evergreen re-
developed 
with 
park/market 

Proactive 
business 
recruitment 
and retention 

New planning 
development 
director 

Safe Expand parking 
west of Abbot 
Road 

MSU turns its front 
to Grand River 

Mix use Signature 
architecture 

Pride in 
community (AA, 
GR) 

 Less chain, 
more 
independent 
restaurants, 
businesses 

Beginnings of 
light rail down 
Grand River, 
connecting 
Lansing to 
Okemos 

Safety in 
downtown 
(lighting, 
cameras, 
police 

Parking – 
owned by us 

Blend and overlap 
with campus  

Increased 
density 

Development 
on surface 
parking lots 

Permanent “EL” 
Fresco 

 Improved 
communication 
with 

Increase 
transportation 
(trolley) 

 Places for 
Uber/DoorDash 
to park 

Real connectivity to 
river and trail system 
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What do we want to see in downtown East Lansing as a result of our (DDA) actions in 3-5 years? 

Housing 
development 
program that 
creates a 
diverse mix of 
housing choices 
for everyone [4] 

Include 
quality of 
design in 
architecture 
and open, 
public spaces 
[0] 

Provide a 
variety of art 
and cultural 
activities 
through 
programming 
and venue [1] 

Creative P3 
financing with 
the goal of 
redevelopment 
[6] 

Productive 
businesses 
recruitment 
and retention 
by dedicated 
staff [8] 

Pedestrian 
oriented 
transportation, 
mobility, and 
linkages [1] 

Safety in 
the 
downtown 
[4] 

Create more 
accessible 
downtown [1] 

Engage with 
surrounding 
communities [2] 

businesses 
(outreach) 

Not so student 
driven 

 Music venues  Blue Owl 
Coffee 
Downtown EL 
 

Connections to 
Valley Court 

  Tying MSU related 
activity into 
downtown 

Attract young 
professionals to 
live in EL 

   Business 
friendly 
zoning/codes 

   A unified vision for 
EL, Lansing and 
surrounding/adjacent 
communities 

        LDFA/TIC/tech 
expansion 



7 
 

Implications for the DDA’s Work 
After developing the vision, DDA members discussed the implications of the vision or achieving the 
vision. 
 

• Collaboration is needed to achieve 
• Proactive 
• Dedicated Staff 
• Create Filter for decisions  
• Inherent responsibilities is more visible 

(evergreen, fiscal, more diverse options) 
• Board diversity might be needed (rally 

community at large)- connected to community 
• Moving forward? limited capacity 
• These are fairly common but priorities might 

shift. 
 

Action Planning 
With a solid vision established, DDA members then began action planning—creating a detailed plan for 
achieving the vision—with tasks identified per goal for 1-5+ years. Only the top three goals were 
developed. Members also considered who may be responsible for some of the tasks. 
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 1 Year 2 Years 3 Years 4 Years 5 Years Beyond 

Create "P3" 
financing with the 
goal of 
development 

• Reduce Debt w/ 
payments [DDA] 

• More open RFP for 
evergreen [DDA] 

• Budget balance 
(priorities, 
seeking new 
sources) [DDA] 

• Parks and rec 
collaboration on 
Valley Court & 
Evergreen  [Exec 
Board] 

• Connect Valley 
Court & DT via 
E.G. 

• New market 
[Parks & Rec] 

  

Proactive business 
recruitment and 
retention by 
dedicated staff 

• Assist in creating a 
job description 

• Pursue RRC 
designation 

• Make 
recommendations to 
city council for 
creation of director 
level econ. dev. 
director position 

• Collect data on other 
"economic activity 
director positions" 

• Develop 
strategic plan 

• Begin executing 
plan 

• Bring up to 
speed on DDA, 
eDc, BRA plans 

• Hire a market 
study 

• Hire person 

• Attend trade 
association 
events 

• Expand role 
adding a 
"team" of staff 
Survey exists, 
businesses 
shape zoning & 
policy changes 

• Focus heavily 
on economic 
gardening 

• Productive & 
creative P3 
financing to 
develop new 
facilities  

• Districting - 
focus on all 
areas of East 
Lansing 

• Infrastructure 
improvement to 
all for growth 

• Regional focus 
of econ. 
development 

• Focus on 
business 
retention 
corporation 
innovation 

• Constant 
inventory of 
business 

Safety in 
downtown 

• Establish $ and 
budget [DDA] 

• Consult safety 
experts 

• Develop plan for FT 
DDA staff 

• Establish KPI's 

• Develop 
improved 
lighting plan 
[DDA Director 
with Public 
Works] 

 • Continually re-
assess 

• Continually re-
assess 

• Continually re-
assess 
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 1 Year 2 Years 3 Years 4 Years 5 Years Beyond 

• Increase camera 
monitoring 
[Police] 

 

Housing 
development 
program that 
creates a diverse 
mix of housing 
choices for 
everyone [4] 

      

Engage with 
surrounding 
communities [2] 

      

Create more 
accessible 
downtown [1] 

      

Pedestrian 
oriented 
transportation, 
mobility, and 
linkages [1] 

      

Provide a variety 
of art and cultural 
activities through 
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 1 Year 2 Years 3 Years 4 Years 5 Years Beyond 

programming and 
venue [1] 

Include quality of 
design in 
architecture and 
open, public 
spaces [0] 
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Organizational Structure Workshop 
During the second workshop, held on December 20, 2023, members considered the findings from the 
interviews, and developed a list of criteria that will be needed to make an organizational structure decision 
that best supports its vision. 
 
Interview Findings (Comments expressed by at least one DDA member) 
 
General  

• The current DDA members are dealing with inherited issues. 
• There is concern about the loss of many city leaders and staff. 
• Many wish the DDA could be proactive and strategic rather than operational and reactionary. 
• Both the City of East Lansing and the DDA could currently benefit from engaging in some 

strategic thinking or planning as a result of changes in leadership and staffing. 
 
Issues 

• There appears to be overlap with the DMB, BRA, and confusion about the DMB, BRA, and DDA 
structure and intersection. Are they separate or committees under the DDA? Can redundancies 
be reduced or eliminated?  Or are redundancies necessary and beneficial to these groups? 

• There is a desire for a clear distinction between DDA and City budget and activities. 
• City council appoints people with content expertise to DDA, but then doesn’t seem to listen or 

respect their recommendations. 
• There is concern that the City hasn’t always made decisions in the best interest of the DDA. 
• Some DDA members have made up their minds on the needed future structure and because 

feelings are so strong, it may be hard for them to listen to other members or accept a decision 
that is not the one they have already come to in their mind. 

• Good projects, like Art Share, that the DDA has decided to move forward with just sit or move 
very slowly because the city planning staff does not have the time to work on them. 

 
Needs 

• Orientation + walkabout for board members, ongoing education at each meeting. 
• Market analysis to understand market, context of greater Lansing. 
• Engagement with business and property owners to know what they need. 
• A list of things the city does currently and could do for the DDA in the future. 
• More information from other DDAs. 

 
Vision Elements (that appear to be missing from the Vision developed in workshop 1): 

• Align infrastructure to maintain businesses, people, and make it a place that is cohesive. 
• Post-covid experience of downtowns? On the precipice of something more. 
• Make processes more streamlined to ensure that what we want to see in downtown isn’t being 

prohibited or setting up barriers to what we want to see happen 
• Keep people in Lansing area 
• Benefit of the downtown business owners, creating and fostering a stable downtown 
• Take over management and decision-making about all parking in DDA district 
• Proactively identifying priority sites for re/development  
• Leverage existing assets to attract new economic activity for the city 
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Criteria (what is important to consider in the organizational structure discussion) 
• Does it enhance/improve collaboration with the City, build a better relationship? 

o What is best for City? And What is best for the DDA? What is the alignment or 
misalignment? 

• Will it provide more dedicated support to move the strategic plan forward with consistent 
resources? 

• What is the cost, relative to current structure? 
o Money, financial facts, economic impacts of options 

• Does the structure alignment with the strategic vision? 
• Does the structure provide leverage with MSU? 
• Will city have the leadership and resources to support it? 

o Need municipal service agreements – so need to know if city is willing to do and around 
what 

• Timeline, how soon? 
• Flexibility, will it make our pathway more flexible or rigid? 
• Does the DDA have ability to self-employ, manage own office? 

o Capacity and time of DDA members to take on the responsibility for staffing. When you 
hire an employee you must be prepared to care for and support that employee.  Is the 
DDA as a volunteer group able to do this to make option 3 viable? 

 
NCI compiled the interview responses related to the pros, cons, and special considerations for four 
organizational structures in the chart that follows: 

1. City-supported staff 
2. City-administered, dedicated staff to DDA (quasi-public set up) 
3. DDA-supported staff 
4. Shared positions (LEAP) 
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East Lansing DDA Structure Chart 

Numbers do not denote any ranking. 
Structure Pros Cons Special Considerations (sticking 

points, concerns) 

City-supported staff 1. Familiar, status quo, easy, less work for 
DDA 

2. Air of transparency with public agenda 
and OMA compliance 

3. Operations are taken on by others: HR, 
facilities, office, benefits 

4. Oversight – planning director can make 
changes, bring in different staff, 
collaborate across departments, deep 
bench of resources available 

5. Cost-positive to DDA 
6. Continuity between direction of DDA and 

City 

1. Not visionary, or suitable for 
growth mindset 

2. Air of transparency, public agenda, 
OMA may hinder conversations 

3. DDA doesn’t feel in charge, but 
beholden to city manager or 
council  

a. Can’t select staff with desired 
expertise 

b. Staff are overworked, over 
capacity 

c. Staff don’t report to DDA 
d. Very little focus from current 

staff 
4. City’s interest comes first. DDA is 

not a priority. 
5. When staff does a good job, 

members may not engage in 
agendas, topics, work, prep work, 
and rely on the staff 

6. Potential conflict of interest 
between city goals and DDA goals 

7. Lack of flexibility 

1. Should be 100% dedicated to 
board (director DDA)-they would 
advocate within the City.  

2. They should have authority to 
request city staff, resources.  

3. Master service agreement-pay 
for other things, notes, etc. 

City-administered, 
dedicated staff to DDA 
(quasi-public set up) 

1. Long history of these being successful 
elsewhere. 
a. 501c3 with one client – mayor of city 

of Baltimore, paid for office space, 

1. Accounting practices 
2. City employee working for DDA and 

doing things that the other city 
employees cannot do 

1. Want to be part of hiring and 
some input on supervision 

2. Use this as a step for a specified 
time before moving to 
independent staffing 
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Structure Pros Cons Special Considerations (sticking 
points, concerns) 

operated as separate entity, every 
deal fell under the city 

 

2. DDA’s interest is first or parallel. Could be 
a better advocate for DDA. Loyalty would 
be to DDA 

3. Employee would have city benefits, 
options for advancement. No HR liability 
for DDA, City has processes for hiring, 
paying, benefits 

4. Keep close connection to City, helps align 
visions. Would allow for consistent 
messaging and directions 

5. Staff could focus on the DDA work, do 
more 

6. Good half measure. Would allow for good 
transition if they wanted to go to option 3 

7. Could save costs? 
 

3. As the employee, they would need 
to be loyal to DDA and this could be 
hard 

4. Can DDA manage logistics of 
striking out on their own? 

5. But how much independence do 
they have, still potentially a 
conflict, who does performance? 
How does DDA align with city? 

6. Cost of benefits, salaries, might not 
be able to afford a person with the 
with the type of skills needed 

7. DDA is not in charge of staffing. City 
can promote from within and 
allows marginal employees to train 
new ones, so get same old stuff 

8. Doesn’t seem that much different 
than what we have now. Go to the 
third model. 

9. City still has access to DDA funds 
and can control how they are spent 

3. Changing term limits 
 

4. Need to reclassify city manager’s 
role on the DDA 

DDA-supported staff 1. Brings consistency and continuity 
2. Identify, retain talent, maybe manage 

expectations more? Attractive type of 
situation for the professionals who 
dedicate their lives to this work. Sends 
the message that we have dedicated 
budget, etc. insulates you to do your job, 
accountability, and certainty. Expertise 

3. Can have closed meetings, more 
confidentiality 

1. We have to get office space, 
payroll, accounting, overhead, 
hiring/HR. Lots of laws to follow 

2. Would this put more work on the 
members? 

3. Small staff can get bogged down 
in running the business 
(accounting, finance, reporting, 
notetaking, admin) 

1. Need to do due diligence in 
vetting and finding a qualified 
person 

2. Skills/Experience: Working in 
downtown/similar 
environment, Former planner, 
Worked for another 
DDA/Municipality, Knows how 
to effectively communicate 
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Structure Pros Cons Special Considerations (sticking 
points, concerns) 

4. Separation of powers. Don’t have 
influence from other City leadership, 
independent, autonomy 

5. Mainstreet Association-provide us with a 
lot of grant opportunities. Entirely paid 
for with grant money. Could open grant 
funding for DDA AND members. 

6. DDA interest is first or parallel. Staff 
could advocate. 

7. Dedicated resource, 100% dedicated 
work and support, focused just on DDA, 
could help DDA be more effective than 
in the past. More time to focus energy 
on the things we want to focus on. 

8. Board can provide strategic direction to, 
can provide direction to the City 

9. Opportunity to progress. DDA can have 
own vision. Move quicker to respond to 
environmental changes 

10. Better support of downtown businesses 
 

4. Shadow government, back-room 
deal 

5. Worry about personal agenda, 
would have to be a trust factor 

6. Creates a sentiment in 
community that the organization 
hasn’t been well governed. 
Division between DDA and city? 
Don’t think the city would be as 
supportive of DDA and they need 
that 

7. Lack of resources (hunt and 
gather for resources) 

8. High salaries. We have already 
put money into the city so there 
would not be much of a change 
there. 

9. Cost, can DDA afford this, how or 
where is the accountability for 
the role with a volunteer board. 
DDA has employment and 
management responsibilities that 
they currently don’t have, DDA 
would have to work out these 
things, there is a time cost in 
having the person learn their role 

10. City and DDA are not on the same 
page about the future 

11. Make decisions about DDA with 
the City’s community perspective 

relationships between 2 
separate entities 

3. Going to DPW meetings, city 
groups, report back to board to 
be able to administer budget 
and keep informed 

4. Logistical issues (payroll, space) 
5. Will this decision politicize the 

DDA?  
6. Initially would like to have a 

couple support staff from city 
to support DDA director until 
the DDA can fill those positions. 
Have DDA pay for those staff 
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Structure Pros Cons Special Considerations (sticking 
points, concerns) 

Shared positions (LEAP)   1. May not be big enough to have a 
whole team. This would be a 2-
person job, maybe 3 

 
 



EAST LANSING DDA STRUCTURAL CRITERIA 

The following criteria were developed by theming responses to the interview question: what is important 
to consider in the organizational structure discussion? The resulting numbered list does not denote any 
priority or ranking. Prior to our next workshop, please review these and think about (1) their importance 
to you (2) their relative importance to each other and (3) in relationship to the 4 structure options. 

Please bring a phone or tablet to the workshop. 

1. Does it enhance/improve collaboration with the City, does it build a better relationship?  
2. Does it clarify roles and responsibilities?  
3. Will it provide more dedicated support to move the strategic plan forward with consistent 

resources?  
4. What is the cost, relative to current structure?  
5. Does the structure align with the strategic vision?  
6. Does the structure provide leverage with MSU?  
7. Will city have the leadership and resources to support it?  
8. Timeline, how soon?  
9. Will it make our pathway more flexible or rigid?  
10. Does the DDA have ability to self-employ, manage own office? 
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