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DEAR DEB,  
OCTOBER 9, 2020 

  

  

OCTOBER 9, 2020 

  

  

INTRODUCTION - COVER LETTER

July 28, 2021
 

Re: Strategic Planning, Economic Impact Analysis & Expansion Feasibility Proposal

Dear Jay, 
 
Thank you for reaching out to Northspan with a request for an initial proposal to strategic planning 
services, including potential economic impact analysis and feasibility analysis portions. Northspan has a 
long history of completing all portions of this scope of work, including recent examples with Hermantown, 
Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe, and several Duluth area nonprofits. We are excited by the opportunity to work 
with Great Lakes Aquarium on a comprehensive effort to lay the groundwork for new, proactive growth.

We believe our experience and expertise in all phases of this project positions us well to complete the full 
scope. I will lead this project and facilitate the strategic planning process, with assistance from Research 
Director & Senior Consultant Karl Schuettler and Associate Consultant Amanda Vuicich. Should the 
Aquarium seek to conduct the proposed economic impact and feasibility analyses, Karl Schuettler will 
guide these portions of the work with assistance from Vice President Bob Palmquist. Other team members 
may participate as necessary. 
 
We are open to further discussions over this scope. Let us know if you’d like to have additional 
conversations or if we can be of any further assistance as you make your decision. Thank you for this 
potential opportunity to work with you. 

Be well,

Elissa Hansen
President & CEO

202 West Superior Street, Suite 700, Duluth, MN 55802  
218.481.7737 | ehansen@northspan.org

N O R T H S P A N



OUR MISSION To improve the economic well-being of our clients by delivering workable, 
creative solutions that enhance their effectiveness.

OUR EXPERTISE Northspan delivers high quality development consulting services to clients in 
the Upper Midwest. We are a critical resource for businesses, organizations, and 
communities that need solid and dependable research services, professional 
technical support, and financial assistance to advance their projects.

BUSINESS

• Structure and facilitate financing for projects

• Provide expertise in packaging loan and 
   grant applications

• Partner with communities and financial institutions 
   to provide loan program support  services

• Partner with community banks to provide 
   Small Business Administration (SBA)  
   7a Loan Guaranty program services

• Provide accredited business valuation and 
   succession planning

COMMUNITY

• Coordinate and facilitate critical conversations

• Provide strategic support and gap capacity for        
   communities and regional partnerships

• Devise strategies for diversification, change,       
   and sustainable growth

• Critically examine, research, and analyze 
   opportunities and challenges

• Provide policy recommendations and process      
   for change

ORGANIZATIONAL

• Coordinate and facilitate strategic planning processes

• Provide technical assistance for change, growth 
   management, and development

• Provide meeting management and planning services

• Facilitate economic adjustment, crisis response, and 
   readiness planning initiatives

• Conduct project feasibility studies and economic 
   impact analyses

E N G A G E  &  E L E V A T E
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SECTION I - ABOUT US

ABOUT US
The Northspan Group, Inc. is a private, nonprofit development consulting firm located in Duluth, Minnesota. 
While our primary service area is Northeast Minnesota and Northwest Wisconsin, we work with clients and partners 
across the Upper Midwest. For more than 30 years, our team has provided professional, fee-based services and 
technical support to the region’s economic development community, private businesses and organizations, and local 
units of government. We build connections that bridge across boundaries and assist communities that can’t afford
full-time community and economic development staff. We specialize in development approaches that are innovative, 
solve problems, and exceed expectations. 

CORE VALUES
We foster respect through intentional engagement of stakeholders and seek common solutions to community, business, 
and organizational challenges.

 INCLUSIVE: We facilitate intentional engagement of stakeholders and seek common solutions to
 community, business, and organizational challenges.

 TRUSTWORTHY: We earn the loyalty of our clients by operating ethically, reliably, confidentially, and with
 integrity.

 STEWARDS: We carefully manage the resources entrusted to us and focus on the long-term well-being of
 our clients and programmatic service areas.

 ADAPTABLE: We offer a broad range of expertise which enables us to seize new opportunities and tailor
 our offerings to meet our clients’ needs.

 DILIGENT: We provide satisfaction to our clients by delivering excellent customer service and clear results.

HISTORY
Northspan has been a behind-the-scenes force for economic development for more than 30 years. It was born in 1985 
as a private, nonprofit organization to offer professional business and community development services. At the time, 
northeast Minnesota was reeling from a recession, record high unemployment, and a shrinking tax base.

Northspan’s founders chose its name to reflect its broad mission across the Upper Midwest and formed it as a private, 
nonprofit fee-for-service consulting group to nimbly address issues while remaining committed to its mission.

Northspan then built a team of professionals with broad capabilities that worked without limits imposed by geography 
or any professional field. Since its inception, Northspan has spearheaded regional partnerships, lent a fresh perspective, 
and built deep relationships in the communities it serves.

N O R T H S P A N  B Y  T H E  N U M B E R S

YEARS 
COMBINED
EXPERIENCE

75+ 69
CLIENTS 
SERVED
IN 2020 5

TALENTED
TEAM
MEMBERS
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GOALS    
• Develop a 5-year strategic plan including a practical vision, strategic directions, and action 

planning to guide its implementation
• Measure projected economic impact on the local economy
• Conduct an expansion feasibility study

RECOMMENDED APPROACH 
Northspan’s preferred strategic planning method includes six phases: 

I. Preparation & Design
II. Practical Vision
III. Underlying Contradictions
IV. Strategic Direction
IVa. Redefining Vision, Mission & Core Values
V. Focused Implementation
VI. Quarterly Evaluation & Planning

WORKSHOPS
Once preparation & design is completed, the next 5 phases may occur over the next year in up to 
10 workshops:

1. Context Presentation & Practical Vision
2. Underlying Contradictions & Strategic Directions
3. Redefining Vision, Mission & Core Values optional
4. Focused Implementation Part 1, 2, & 3
5. Present Strategic Plan & Economic Impact Analysis

Optional continued engagement:
6. Focused Implementation Part 4
7. Quarter 2 Planning
8. Quarter 3 Planning
9. Quarter 4 Planning
10. Annual & Quarter 1 Planning

SECTION II - GOALS & APPROACH
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PHASE I: PREPARATION & DESIGN 
Northspan works with the group to design the engagement, clarify who needs to be involved, 
and examine the group’s environment, which provides focus for the workshops. Preparation 
and design of our strategic planning method could incorporate all of the following 
components:
• Clarify strategic planning goals
• Finalize identification of those to be engaged in the workshops (possibly the board, 

director-level staff, and two additional staff representatives per department)
• Organize & schedule workshops and check-in meetings when necessary
• Obtain background information & related materials

Determine Level of Community Involvement
(Community may be employees, customers, recipients, clients, and/or public):
• Community Informed Stakeholder Engagement Survey

• Utilizing Survey Monkey create, conduct, and target all members, volunteers, local 
educators, scientific partners, local tourism industry leadership, city/state political 
leadership, e.g. the authority board & nonprofit board, and local Diversity, Equity & 
Inclusion leaders

• Community Involved
• Utilizing Survey Monkey, create & conduct a staff engagement survey
• Follow up with a 2-hour in-person staff engagement over lunch

Conduct Environmental Assessments, timing in process to be determined:
• Review & assess group’s current Vision, Mission, and/or Core Values for clarity and rele-

vance 
• Economic Trends Analysis
• Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats (SWOT)
• Current Reality Assessment (Strengths, Weaknesses, Benefits, Dangers)

Develop Narrative & Context Presentation
Use past reports, surveys, and relevant community-based demographic and economic data 
to develop narrative around the community and create an overview presentation to provide 
context in first workshop.
• Internal analysis: Document community resources and assets through community 

conversations & analysis, and supplement with relevant data
• External analysis: Use data tools and research to determine trends and best practices 

relevant to the group, including case study comparisons when relevant

SECTION II - GOALS & APPROACH
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PHASE II: PRACTICAL VISION | The group creates practical images of their desired future. 
Workshop Time: 90 minutes
What do you want to see in place in three to five years as a result of our actions? 
• Reveals the latent vision within the group; identifies the group’s hopes and dreams. 
• Creates group ownership of a common vision of the future. 

PHASE III: UNDERLYING CONTRADICTIONS  | The group identifies and analyzes 
obstacles and root causes that prevent realization of its vision.
Workshop Time: 90 minutes
What is blocking us from moving toward our vision? 
• Identifies obstacles to the vision. 
• Ensures the group feels they’ve identified underlying issues. 

PHASE IV: STRATEGIC DIRECTION  | The group creates strategies that will deal with the 
contradictions and move a group toward its vision.
Workshop Time: 90 minutes
What innovative, substantial actions will deal with the underlying contradictions and move us 
toward our vision? 
• Enables the group to create clearly focused yet innovative and empowering strategies that 

set the course for the group. 
• Generates excitement about collaboration within the group and new commitment to 

practical possibilities. 

OPTIONAL PHASE IVA: REDEFINING VISION, MISSION & CORE VALUES
Workshop Time: 120 - 180 minutes

Mission: What do we do? It’s factual.

Vision: Where are we going? It’s aspirational.

Core Values: Define your culture. They exist today whether you have captured them or not. 
When they are clear, they will attract like-minded people to your organization. When they are 
applied to your existing organization, they will weed people out that don’t fit. Once captured, 
they must be used for hiring, firing, review, rewards and recognition. This is how you keep them 
alive.

SECTION II - GOALS & APPROACH
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PHASE V: FOCUSED IMPLEMENTATION PARTS 1 - 3  | The group decides the substantial 
actions required to carry out its new directions with measure and implementation plans. 
Focused Implementation has four major parts. 
Workshop Time: 90 minutes
• Discerns the strategic actions that will begin to build momentum behind each strategic 

direction. 
• Instills ownership, commitment, and accountability for action.

1. Accomplishments 
• What will be our specific, measurable accomplishments? 

Workshop Time: Varies depending on the number of Strategic Directions; approximately 90 
minutes 

2. Timeline & assignments 
• What is our timeline for completion of accomplishments? 

Workshop Time: 90 minutes

3. Priorities 
• What are our priority actions for the first quarter? 

Workshop Time: 15 minutes 

STRATEGY DOCUMENTATION
Once these planning sessions are completed, we:
• Draft a feasible strategic plan
• Electronically communicate the draft strategic plan with the group to acquire feedback
• Edit and present a final strategic plan including a process summary to the group for approval
• Complete a 90-day check-in or engage in quarterly evaluation and planning

SECTION II - GOALS & APPROACH
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OPTIONAL CONTINUED ENGAGEMENT:
PHASE V: FOCUSED IMPLEMENTATION PART 4
4.    90-day implementation steps (with relevant staff) 

• What are the implementation steps for the first-quarter accomplishments? 
Workshop Time: Varies depending on the number of first-quarter or key accomplishments; approximately 
180 minutes 

PHASE VI: QUARTERLY AND ANNUAL EVALUATION & PLANNING
Workshop Time: 180 minutes per workshop 
Quarters 2, 3 & 4 Planning
1. Review vision, obstacles & strategic directions 
2. Evaluation of 90-day action plan: Brainstorm of accomplishments, what didn’t get done, blocks, 

learnings, and implications 
3. Plan for next 90 days: Measurable accomplishments on quarterly timeline, 90-day action for each 

accomplishment

Workshop Time: ½ Day, 4 hours 
Annual & Quarter 1 Planning
1. Review vision, obstacles & strategic directions 
2. Evaluation of 90-day action plan: Brainstorm of accomplishments, what didn’t get done, blocks, 

learnings, and implications 
3. Plan for next 90 days: Measurable accomplishments on quarterly timeline, 90-day action for each 

accomplishment 
4. (Annually only) Development of measurable accomplishments for next 12 months on quarterly calendar

Northspan is available to perform continued quarterly or annual check-ins as directed in years beyond the 
first year. Such work would be performed under a separate contract.

OPTIONAL ECONOMIC IMPACT ANALYSIS
1. Meet with Great Lakes Aquarium staff to establish assumptions for economic impacts of its op-erations.
2. Purchase IMPLAN economic impact analysis data packages. (Northspan already has access to a 2020 

data package for St. Louis County through November 2020. Additional counties are also available at a 
cost of $1,000 per county.)

3. Based on the assumptions, conduct an economic impact analysis using the IMPLAN data.
4. Incorporate direct, indirect, and induced economic impact data into the written report, includ-ing 

analysis of the results.

OPTIONAL EXPANSION FEASIBILITY STUDY
1. Meet with Great Lakes Aquarium staff to establish assumptions about proposed scope of expan-sion or 

other scenarios to be modeled.
2. Collect any necessary background information on costs associated with the expansion, including 

but not limited to updated construction costs, utility costs, equipment purchases, and any data on 
comparable spaces or facilities.

3. Develop financial models based on assumptions.
4. Share initial results with Aquarium staff for feedback.
5. Revise assumptions and data based on any feedback.
6. Incorporate results in the final report. Modeling of further scenarios are available at an addi-tional cost.

SECTION II - GOALS & APPROACH



11

INVESTMENT 
Northspan bills for services on a cost reimbursement basis, based upon the hourly rates of profession-
al staff involved, any direct charges, and travel associated with the work performed. This investment is 
based on the goals and approach highlighted in this proposal and will be conducted in-person. Each 
section has an estimated not to exceed shown below. The optional “a la carte” items are also identified.

DETAILED BUDGET
Preparation & Design including:
• Clarify strategic planning goals
• Identify those to be engaged in the workshops
• Organize & schedule workshops and check-in meetings when necessary
• Obtain background information & related materials
• Community Informed Stakeholder Engagement Survey
• Utilizing Survey Monkey, create & conduct a staff engagement survey
• Follow up with a 2-hour in-person staff engagement over lunch
 $12,392.00  Preparation & Design Subtotal
 
$2,004.00  Context Presentation & Practical Vision
$2,004.00  Underlying Contradictions & Strategic Directions
$2,004.00  OPTIONAL  Redefining Vision, Mission & Core Values
$2,004.00  Focused Implementation Parts 1-3
$3,020.00  Strategy Documentation
 
OPTIONAL CONTINUED ENGAGEMENT:
 $2,004.00  Focused Implementation Part 4
 $2,004.00  Quarter 2 Planning Workshop
 $2,004.00  Quarter 3 Planning Workshop
 $2,004.00  Quarter 4 Planning Workshop
 $2,610.00  Annual & Quarter 1 Planning Workshop

 $1,976.00  Optional Economic Impact Analysis

 $5,700.00  Optional Expansion Feasibility Study

 $41,730.00  TOTAL

 $500.00  Design & Printing
 $-     Estimated Mileage
 $-     Travel Time

 $42,230.00  GRAND TOTAL

SECTION III - INVESTMENT
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SECTION IV - EMBEDDED METHODS

FOCUSED CONVERSATIONS create a setting for meaningful communication. 

• Provide a structure for clear dialogue and reflection 

• Probe beneath the surface to the depth of a topic 

• Encourage a diversity of perspectives 

• Create shared awareness

CONSENSUS WORKSHOPS lead to consensus-based group decisions that respect 

diverse perspectives, create joint resolve, and inspire individual and group action.

• Engage all group members 

• Organize the group’s ideas and decisions 

• Reveal the consensus in large groups 

• Build effective team partnerships 

• Create shared agreement 

EMBEDDED METHODS
Deployed throughout Strategic Planning
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SECTION V - DEVELOPMENT PHILOSOPHY

Northspan’s mission is to improve the economic well-being of our clients by delivering workable, creative 
solutions that enhance their effectiveness. Over 35 years of community and economic development 
work, Northspan has built a reputation as a reliable partner that will create a careful strategy specific 
to the context of each engagement process. While the faces of staff members may change, the 
organization maintains a commitment to neutral, objective facilitation processes that are free of politics 
or special interests. We are well-rooted in the Upper Midwest and build long-term partnerships with 
communities and organizations. We often operate behind the scenes to add value for and increase the 
capacity of organizations that provide essential goods and services to people from all walks of life.

Trust is fundamental to our work, and we maintain a high standard of professionalism to continue the 
legacy we have built. We are also well-connected with regional partners who may be able to contribute 
to engagement processes, including bodies of state and local government, private companies, 
philanthropic organizations, nonprofits, and community leaders. Only with buy-in from a dense network 
of people and groups can community engagement processes be successful, and we aspire to this 
comprehensive level of connection in every engagement process.

With a five-person staff, Northspan has the capacity to provide additional research work and 
administrative support, streamlining our internal processes and allowing us to conduct certain supporting 
tasks at a lower hourly rate than that of the facilitator. Changes in recent years have left Northspan even 
better positioned to provide community development and outreach work, as staff members bring strong 
backgrounds in this area through past work in the field, service in public office, and in their education. 
Our track record of professionalism, responsiveness, and fresh energy allows us to move quickly and 
leave clients satisfied with the support they receive.

OUR ADAPTABLE ENGAGEMENT PROCESS 
Above all, Northspan’s approach emphasizes neutrality and objectivity on behalf of the facilitator, which 
allows us to adapt and evolve as needed. We believe it is the facilitator’s role to carefully listen to all 
perspectives, and to encourage and proactively seek participation from everyone in the room. Our 
flexible approach to facilitation adapts to client needs, meeting attendees, and new developments over 
the course of an engagement process. When possible, we seek to include non-traditional engagement 
methods that include the arts and active engagement, which we believe can reach communities in new 
ways and bring them on board behind a renewed vision of their communities’ future. These processes 
provide an essential foundation for enhanced public life, create strong places that people can call home, 
and foster economic growth.

DEVELOPMENT PHILOSOPHY: ENGAGING & ELEVATING SINCE 1985 
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SECTION V - DEVELOPMENT PHILOSOPHY

OUR ADAPTABLE ENGAGEMENT PROCESS CONTINUED
Northspan’s work is based on human-centered design. We learn from the people we are working 
with by immersing ourselves in their communities or organizations to understand their challenges and 
opportunities. We make sense of what we learn, identify opportunities for change or movement, and 
consider how to model or pilot these ideas. Then, together with the community, we bring these ideas to 
life. How people behave, engage, act, move, think, and work within their communities are fundamental to 
our understanding of their dynamics. As we observe and analyze communities, gather new data, and use 
existing data, we begin to understand the reality on the ground.

We work with communities and organizations through the process and build partnerships and 
collaborations to allow for trust. This has the power to change perspectives and perceptions, inviting 
broader, long-range thinking. We create opportunities to test new ideas and gather more input, all while 
engaging all types of people in the community. When we take the time to listen, observe, and engage, 
we can make the best possible recommendations to elevate growth, recovery, and change.

ELEVATION OF DIVERSE PARTICIPANTS AND VIEWPOINTS 
Northspan has a holistic vision of community and economic development and understands how partners 
can work together to best serve their communities. We know how to navigate a broader community 
and economic development ecosystem and help organizations find their niches among their partners to 
ensure they do not replicate services and provide a distinctive value proposition.

We research and learn to negotiate internal politics within the communities we serve, at times doing 
extensive background reading on communities’ histories and tapping everyone in our networks to learn 
what we can about the places we work. Our diligence and knowledge of history allows us to research 
and break down historical divides, building connections where none had existed before. Our public and 
private sector experience leaves us very familiar in negotiating tough crowds and tougher conversations 
around organizational and community change.

We also believe it is essential to not only recognize people who show up to community meetings, but 
also explore methods to encourage participation from groups who are conspicuous in their absence. 
We believe in doing direct outreach in communities instead of waiting for community members to come 
to us. We identify where community members are and go directly to them, building bridges founded 
on common interests and goals. We believe in an expansive idea of diversity that works across age 
groups, race, faith, gender, and sexual orientation. We are also well-connected with the communities in 
which we operate, with ties to bodies of state and local government, private companies, philanthropic 
organizations, nonprofits, and community leaders. Only with buy-in from a dense network of people and 
groups can community engagement processes be successful, and we aspire to this comprehensive level 
of connection in every engagement process.
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SECTION VI - QUALIFICATIONS

ELISSA HANSEN: LEAD
PRESIDENT & CEO
218.481.7737 | ehansen@northspan.org
www.linkedin.com/in/elissahansen

 
Elissa Hansen leads Northspan with more than 20 years of experience in business, community, 
organizational, and economic development across Minnesota and Wisconsin. She invests her time 
creatively advancing others’ capabilities. In Elissa’s role at Northspan, she engages with and elevates every 
client by facilitating tough conversations and moving organizations forward with action-oriented strategic 
planning models. She works to create a setting for meaningful communications that respects diverse 
perspectives, creates joint resolve, and inspires individual and group action.

Hansen grew up in central Minnesota and achieved her undergraduate and master’s degrees from Northern Arizona University. More 
recently she has completed certification coursework with the Institute of Cultural Affairs - USA in the Technology of Participation. She is 
a certified Economic Development Finance Professional with the National Development Council and a graduate of both the Leadership 
Duluth and Blandin Community Leadership programs. Hansen has also been honored as one of the Duluth News Tribune’s “20 under 40,” 
which celebrates professionals who are making a positive impact and working for change in the region.

RELEVANT CREDENTIALS, EXPERIENCE, AND EXPERTISE: 
• Strategic planning facilitation for a variety of groups, including the East Range Joint Powers Board and its constituent communities, Benton 
Economic Partnership, Wadena Development Authority, Chester Bowl Improvement Club, Hermantown EDA, Kanabec County EDA, 
Chisago County HRA-EDA, Generations Health Care Initiatives, and Mineland Vision Partnership.

• Elissa has been directly involved in community engagement processes in numerous rural communities across northeast Minnesota and 
northwest Wisconsin. These tight-knit communities often have passionate and dedicated community advocates, but need assistance 
recognizing their assets, gathering their ideas into a coherent plan, and following through on ideas to create genuine change in their 
community. So much of this work includes the ability to successfully create space for communities to look at their future and aid them in 
making connections to resources that will get them moving in that direction. 

• Planning, community engagement, & facilitation services for a variety of public, private, and nonprofit groups, including several City 
of Duluth initiatives, including its Coffee and Conversation series designed to clarify city construction and permitting processes and the 
Mayor’s Housing Task Force, Minnesota Power’s Low Income Solar Program, ItasCAP & EastRange CAP (Community Advisory Panels), 
Arrowhead Regional Development Commission’s Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy, Advancing a Healthy Wisconsin, and 
most recently with the Mille Lacs Corporate Venture’s Tribal Economy Business Incubator initiative.

• Led the development and launch of the Minnesota Opportunity Collaborative (MNOppCo), a grassroot statewide program designed to 
inspire investment in the federal opportunity zones tax incentive. Work included building a web platform to advertise projects statewide, 
funding development, facilitation of training events, and organization of a webinar series and statewide summit.

•Certified Exit Planning Advisor (CEPA) by the Exit Planning Institute and has completed the Mastering the Technology of Participation 
(MToP), an intensive training program in facilitation leadership from The Institute of Cultural Affairs in the USA.
 
• Certified Economic Development Finance Professional with coursework in business credit analysis, real estate finance, and the art of deal-
structuring with recertification courses in loan packaging, negotiating and problem-solving, as well as developing and financing affordable 
for sale housing.

• Training in public life through Knight Foundation’s Intensive Study Tour & Training in Copenhagen, Denmark and a master class with Gehl 
Architects on public life studies and engagement strategies focused on people-first design, master planning, and urban development 
frameworks.

• Served as a Duluth City Councilor, Council President, and Council Finance Committee Chair between 2016 – 2018. In this role her 
abilities and knowledge around inclusion, equity, and diversity grew exponentially. She was challenged at every meeting to create a 
welcoming and comfortable place for all residents and set a precedent for civil behavior.  In this time, she worked with the community and 
councilors to update the City’s Tools of Civility.

• Previous experience in marketing, economic development, and strategic planning at Lake Superior Consulting, Buzz Frenzy, the Area 
Partnership for Economic Expansion (APEX), and the Brainerd Lakes Economic Development Corporation (BLAEDC).

ENCOURAGING COLLABORATION, 
THOUGHT LEADERSHIP, AND THE ABILITY

TO CREATE POSITIVE CHANGE
IN OUR COMMUNITIES. 
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SECTION VI - QUALIFICATIONS

KARL SCHUETTLER: LEAD
RESEARCH DIRECTOR & SENIOR CONSULTANT
218.481.7737 | kschuettler@northspan.org
www.linkedin.com/in/karl-schuettler-30336368/

Karl Schuettler manages regional economic development partnerships, provides support services to local 
communities, and researches and analyzes economic trends for Northspan’s clients. He joined Northspan 
in 2016 and has previous experience in local economic development, organizational planning and analysis, 
public relations, and freelance journalism. A Duluth native, he holds a bachelor’s degree from Georgetown 
University and a master’s degree in urban and regional planning from the University of Minnesota.   

 
RELEVANT CREDENTIALS, EXPERIENCE, AND EXPERTISE:  
• Manage the Northland Connection program; regular activity maintaining the program’s database of commercial sites and buildings in the 
Northland region, provision of data and property information to regional economic development staff, and incubation of regional initiatives 
around priorities such as Shovel Ready sites and opportunity zones. 

• A wide range of research projects including a population study for the Fond du Lac Band of Lake Superior Chippewa, a cluster analysis and 
rail feasibility study for the City of Sandstone, financial feasibility studies for the Northeast Higher Education District and City of Cohasset, 
and market research projects for the Duluth Greater Downtown Council and several private developers. Frequent research work to support 
Northspan-facilitated strategic planning processes.

• Completed a study on drivers of housing costs and policy solutions completed in 2018, Housing for the Next Generation of Duluth’s 
Workforce: A Comparative Study of Single-Family Housing Construction Costs in Duluth. The study included a list of recommendations 
to enhance housing affordability in Duluth, including multiple policies and programs, several of which the city has adopted, and led to the 
creation of an affordable housing task force co-facilitated by Northspan.

• Involved in work surrounding the opportunity zones federal tax incentive since its inception, including assistance with designation of zones, 
panel participation in discussions of the program in Minnesota and Vermont, and management of the Minnesota Opportunity Collaborative 
program and its webinar series.

• Comprehensive community development services for clients with long-term relationships, including the East Range Joint Powers Board, 
City of Sandstone, and GPS 45:93. Work includes meeting management, business retention and expansion visits, community engagement 
and research projects, support for marketing and communications activity, and policy recommendations. 

• Support for community engagement processes, strategic planning, and feasibility studies led by other Northspan staff, including work in 
Hermantown, Itasca County, East Range communities Mille Lacs Corporate Ventures, nonprofits, and with regional partnerships including the 
Laurentian Vision Partnership, Arrowhead Growth Alliance, and NORTHFORCE. 

• Active role in several regional economic development efforts that include dozens of member communities and organizations and require 
stakeholder input, including directing the Northland Connection program, membership on the boards of the Iron Range Economic Alliance 
and Duluth Community Schools Collaborative, and a member of the Duluth-Superior Metropolitan Interstate Council’s Transportation 
Advisory Committee.

• Undergraduate degree in Regional and Comparative Studies from Georgetown University’s School of Foreign Service, with coursework in 
diplomacy, economics, conflict negotiation, and research methods. Master’s degree in Urban and Regional Planning from the University of 
Minnesota’s Humphrey School of Public Affairs, with coursework in public participation process planning, economic development, housing 
policy, and community research methods.

• Economic Development Association of Minnesota Emerging Professional of the Year, 2021; Leadership Duluth graduate, Class of 2020; 
2020-2021 Minnesota Young American Leaders Program participant.
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SECTION VI - QUALIFICATIONS

BOB PALMQUIST: SUPPORT
VICE PRESIDENT
218.481.7737 | bpalmquist@northspan.org
www.linkedin.com/in/bob-palmquist-8b59a137/ 

Bob Palmquist provides technical and financial assistance to large and small businesses, financial insti-
tutions, local units of government, and development organizations. His work includes local and regional 
revolving loan fund administration, technical loan reviews, grant and loan application packaging, business 
valuation and succession planning, and feasibility assessments. Palmquist spent 17 years in commercial 
lending prior to joining Northspan in 1991. 

RELEVANT CREDENTIALS, EXPERIENCE, AND EXPERTISE: 
• Long history of successfully structuring and packaging financing for numerous business development projects within the region and the 
State of Minnesota. Has extensive experience in Small Business Administration (SBA) loan programs.

• Manages or provides professional and responsive loan administrative services to numerous local and regional loan funds since 1991. 

• Accredited business appraiser associated with the Institute of Business Appraisers (IBA) since 2010. Completed 79 business valuations 
since 2011, in part supported by grants from USDA Rural Development and the Blandin Foundation to assist businesses with costs in the 
valuation and succession planning process.

• Served from 2005-2011 as a member of the Northland Foundation’s (a Minnesota Initiative Fund) Business Loan Program Technical 
Advisory Committee.

• Provided administrative services and technical loan reviews to the Duluth 1200 Fund, Carlton County’s Economic Development Loan 
Fund, City of Cloquet EDA, Two Harbors Development Fund, and area independent banks. 

• Long-time member, loan committee member, and current board member for the Minnesota Business Finance Corporation (MBFC) an 
SBA 504 Community Development Corporation.

• Past member & chair of the Minnesota Department of Iron Range Resources & Rehabilitation’s Loan Technical Advisory Committee.

• Staffed and administered the Arrowhead Regional Development Commission’s (ARDC) regional revolving loan fund from 1991 to 2020, 
originating over 148 loans totaling in excess of $11 million.

• Past Senior Loan Officer of the Minnesota Community Capital Fund (MCCF), a statewide, membership-based loan pool, which 
originated over $34 million in approved loans. 

• Past Senior Loan Officer of the Twin Cities Community Capital Fund (TCCCF), another membership-based loan pool which originated 
over $6 million in approved loans. 

• Provided temporary staffing as the Director of Lending for the Entrepreneur Fund in 2009-2010 and 2011-2012.
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SECTION VI - QUALIFICATIONS

AMANDA VUICICH: SUPPORT
ASSOCIATE CONSULTANT & OPERATIONS MANAGER
218.481.7737 | avuicich@northspan.org
www.linkedin.com/in/amanda-vuicich-6b6539166/

Amanda Vuicich oversees Northspan operations, supports community banks by providing SBA 7a loan 
packaging services, and assists with business, organizational, and community development clients as led 
by other Northspan staff. Amanda holds a bachelor’s degree from the University of Minnesota Duluth, 
with a major in International Studies. She joined Northspan in 2018 and has previous operations experi-
ence in the accounting and hospitality sectors. 

RELEVANT CREDENTIALS, EXPERIENCE, AND EXPERTISE:  
• Manages Northspan financials including invoicing, accounts payable and receivable, payroll, annual 990 preparation, and monthly 
reporting for Northspan staff and Board. 

• Manages Northspan hosted program budgets for NORTHFORCE, Northland Connection, Minnesota Opportunity Collaborative, and 
Welcoming Communities.

• Manages logistics and budgeting for regional partnerships, such as Minnesota Power and PolyMet’s Community Advisory Panels. 

• Leads coordination of regional partners to present non-traditional lending options to city staff, bankers, and other community leaders. 

• Assists with analysis of business financials to provide SBA 7a packaging services to community banks in Minnesota & Wisconsin. 

• Provides fiscal agency services for the Iron Range Economic Alliance and Mineland Vision Partnership, including timely updates to 
leadership with monthly financials, dues collections, and making payments on behalf of the organizations, as requested.

• Support staff for comprehensive community development services for clients with long-term relationships, including the East Range Joint 
Powers Board and GPS 45:93. Work includes business retention and expansion visits, community engagement surveys, coordination and 
administration of community lending programs, and regular assistance with updating organization website information.

• Support staff for community engagement processes, strategic planning, and feasibility studies led by other Northspan staff, including 
work in Hermantown, Itasca County, East Range communities, nonprofits, and with regional partnerships.

• Provided regional partners support with designing, reviewing and verifying small business grant applications throughout the coronavirus 
pandemic, including experience with federal, state and locally funded relief programs. Provided community bank technical assistance to 
prepare and submit Paycheck Protection Plan (PPP) loans to support small businesses.

• Member of Leadership Duluth, Class of 2021. 

• Bachelor’s degree in International Studies from the University of Minnesota Duluth, with a minor in Political Science.



19

SECTION VII - RELEVANT EXPERIENCE

MILLE LACS CORPORATE VENTURES TRIBAL ECONOMY BUSINESS INCUBATOR COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT AND RESEARCH | 2020-2021
Challenge: Mille Lacs Corporate Ventures, a political subdivision and for-profit corporation owned by the Mille 
Lacs Band of Ojibwe, launched an initiative to analyze the potential creation of business incubators across an area 
defined as its tribal economy. As part of this process, it sought to engage local entrepreneurs, organizations, and 
community stakeholders through focus groups while supporting the direction that came from the process with 
community research.

Role: Northspan conducted background research on the tribal economy and launched both a community 
survey on entrepreneurism and a survey of entrepreneurial resource providers. With the assistance of three Mille 
Lacs Band members who served as community coordinators, Northspan then recruited local stakeholders to six 
focus groups across the Band’s three districts, including both in-person and virtual options. The focus groups 
included a cultural invocation, a review of the economics and demographics of the local economy, information on 
entrepreneurial resources, and participant input on the proposed incubator’s practical vision and mission..

Results: Focus group attendees shared a wealth of information that helped shape the concept for the incubator, 
whose development is a work in progress. Attendees also expressed appreciation for a space where Native and 
non-Native community members could work collectively toward shared goals.

Reference: Dustin Goslin, Mille Lacs Corporate Ventures Vice President of Business & Economic Development, 
dgoslin@mlcv.com, 320-532-8855; Sara Treiber, Mille Lacs Corporate Ventures Senior Business Development 
Planner, streiber@mlcv.com, 320-532-8807

COMPREHENSIVE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY (CEDS) PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT 
FACILITATION | 2021
Challenge: The Arrowhead Regional Development Commission (ARDC) sought to update the CEDS, which 
provides a 5-year set of strategic directions for economic development in its seven-county region of northeast 
Minnesota. ARDC sought much greater community engagement than in previous CEDS processes.

Role: Northspan conducted extensive outreach for 24 community engagement sessions across the region. 
Sessions targeted residents of each of the seven counties, plus several business groups, and Northspan proactively 
worked to solicit participation from a sample that reflected the region’s demographics. The process began with 
a survey completed by several hundred respondents. Northspan then facilitated the 24 sessions regarding the 
vision & direction and strategic actions for the CEDS. Staff compiled and coded participants’ comments for a final 
regional priorities report presented to the CEDS Strategy Committee, the Arrowhead Growth Alliance.

Results: The ARDC CEDS had its most extensive public participation process in its history, reaching over 
300 participants. The process will provide valuable guidance for a regional strategy and regional economic 
development coordination in a more unified, collaborative manner than in the past.

References: Andy Hubley, ARDC Director, ahubley@ardc.org, 218-529-7512; Josh Bergstad, ARDC Principal 
Planner, jbergstad@ardc.org, 218-529-7516

RELEVANT EXPERIENCE & REFERENCES
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SECTION VII - RELEVANT EXPERIENCE

GENERATIONS HEALTH CARE INITIATIVES, STRATEGIC PLANNING | 2019-2020
Challenge: Generations Health Care Initiatives (GHCI), a Duluth-based nonprofit that identifies community health 
challenges and coordinates efforts to address them, sought an extensive strategic planning process following a 
change in leadership.

Role: Led an intensive strategic planning process that included facilitation of three sessions at board meetings, 
multiple facilitated staff sessions, and an extensive review of the vision, mission, and values. Staff also compiled and 
analyzed data from stakeholder interviews conducted by GHCI staff. GHCI’s board and staff brought valuable, 
wide-ranging expertise to the process and required careful management to reach consensus.

Results: The year-long process guided GHCI to a new strategic plan that had complete buy-in from the board and 
staff.

Reference: Mary Rapps, GHCI Executive Director, mary.rapps@ghci.us, 218.336.5700 

CHISAGO COUNTY HRA-EDA STRATEGIC PLANNING | 2020 
Challenge: Chisago County HRA-EDA realizing many short-term successes but lacked a longer-term strategy to 
guide its work. 

Role: Facilitated a strategic planning process that included a survey and a virtual practical visioning session for the 
HRA-EDA board, staff, and stakeholders from communities across the county. Using this groundwork, facilitated 
two meetings of the HRA-EDA board to identify underlying contradictions that prevented the HRA-EDA from 
achieving its vision, develop strategic directions, and create a new mission. Solicited feedback from the board on a 
draft plan and presented the final version for approval.

Results: HRA-EDA board approved the plan and will use it to guide its work from 2020-2025. 

Reference: Nancy Hoffman, Chisago County HRA-EDA, nancy@chisagocounty.org, 651.674.5664 

CITY OF COHASSET SPEC/INCUBATOR BUILDING FEASIBILITY STUDY | 2020
Challenge: Itasca County stakeholders planning an EDA application for an industrial/spec incubator building in 
Cohasset.

Role: Completed a feasibility study on the proposed new facility in Cohasset, including a profile of the Itasca 
County economy, lead generation analysis based on deal flow from regional economic development partners, 
analysis of trends in spec and incubator building development, analysis of the Itasca County industrial real estate 
market, and financial feasibility of the proposed building.

Results: Report submitted along with application (pending decision) and designed in a way to support additional 
possible funding sources or projects.

Reference: Tamara Lowney, Itasca Economic Development Corporation President & CEO, tlowney@itascadv.org, 
218-326-9411 

RELEVANT EXPERIENCE & REFERENCES
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MINELAND VISION PARTNERSHIP, STRATEGIC PLANNING | 2020
Challenge: The Laurentian Vision Partnership was a long-running group dedicated to coordination between 
regional partners in mining-related land use and community planning discussions, with an emphasis on creative 
design ideas. It sought a new strategic plan for the first time in nine years as part of a transition to Northspan’s Elissa 
Hansen as its new facilitator.

Role: Northspan guided LVP through a process that educated current members on the history of the organization, 
gathered input through survey work, and held a series of workshops to develop a new vision, mission, and set of 
values. Through the process, the group created four strategic directions, with action steps associated with each, to 
guide its work going forward. 

Results: LVP also renamed itself as the Mineland Vision Partnership (MVP) and its 2020-2025 Strategic Plan is now 
operational. The process had strong buy-in from MVP stakeholders and has generated strong attendance in its 
meetings since the new plan went into place. Northspan’s Elissa Hansen continues to facilitate the meetings.

Reference: Linda Johnson, Dept. of Iron Range Resources and Rehabilitation (IRRR), linda.l.johnson@state.mn.us; 
Jim Plummer, IRRR, jim.plummer@state.mn.us

NHED BELL PROGRAM FEASIBILITY STUDY | 2018
Challenge: The Northeast Higher Education Program sought to assess the financial feasibility of a proposed 
bachelor’s degree program using its innovative Iron Range Engineering curriculum to recruit students nationwide.

Role: Analyzed background assumptions and worked with stakeholders to assess financial viability of the program. 
Northspan staff convened a series of work sessions with program leadership to test assumptions, attended a 
two-day workshop with community college engineering instructors from across the country, and analyzed their 
feedback on the concept. Presented a final report assessing the program’s financial feasibility to Northeast Higher 
Education District leadership.

Results: Pilot program launched in summer 2019, with plans to scale up to full capacity by 2023.

Reference: Bill Maki, Minnesota State Vice Chancellor for Finance and Facilities and Former NHED President, 
william.maki@minnstate.edu

RELEVANT EXPERIENCE & REFERENCES
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