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Prepare Skilled Trades Training Fund 
Applications Now
The state’s Skilled Trades Training Fund (STTF), launched in 2013, has 
proven to be such a popular and sought-after resource that the funding 
pool was increased for 2016. “Although the 2017 application window 
opens October 1, 2016, companies interested in applying for this 
statewide competitive grant should start looking at their 2017 training 
needs now and begin application preparation,” said Kristen Wenzel, 
Chief Operations Officer for Michigan Works! Great Lakes Bay Region.

“The application should be fully developed by mid-September. We 
encourage interested employers to connect with us now to start 
preparing their application and training plan for an October 1, 2016, 
submission for the best chance of funding,” added Wenzel. Applications 
must be submitted through the local Michigan Works! agency, which works 
closely with partners like Midland Tomorrow and the Michigan Economic 

Development Corporation (MEDC) to identify 
potential applicants. Last year, six Midland County 
companies received STTF grants totaling $231,693.

STTF is designed for short-term training programs (three months or less 
in duration) and can be utilized by private companies or nonprofits with 
a Michigan presence. Trainees must be Michigan residents age 18 or older 
who are current or future full-time employees of the company. Despite 
its name, the STTF is not limited to skilled trades; funding may cover 
documented training needs that lead to an industry-recognized credential.

The funds come with certain expectations and requirements from the 
employer, including providing required documentation and outcomes. 
“We’ve identified some best practices in the three years we’ve been 
working with this program that we can share with employers to make 
the application and tracking process easier,” said Wenzel.

Interested companies should contact Wenzel at (989) 754-1144 ext. 205. 

PACE Program Now Available
The Midland County Board of Commissioners recently approved the 
county’s participation in the Property Assessed Clean Energy (PACE) 
program, which allows for long-term financing (up to 20 years) at a 
low, fixed rate for energy efficiency projects. Commercial, industrial, 
agricultural and multi-family property owners, and private nonprofits 
such as churches, hospitals and schools can use PACE for cost-saving 
energy upgrades such as energy-efficient windows, extra insulation, 
solar panels, water conservation measures and Energy Star appliances.

Property owners receive 100 percent pre-funding from private lenders, 
and pay the loan back through an assessment on their property tax bill. 
Midland Tomorrow worked with Levin Energy Partner’s Lean & Green 
Michigan and the Energy Alliance Group to bring PACE to Midland County. 
Energy efficiency improvements can drastically improve a business’s 
bottom line, but companies often can’t afford the upfront cost. PACE 
allows them to pursue these improvements without affecting cash flow. 

“At Ingenuity IEQ we’re very excited about the PACE district because 
it will enable us to consider technologies like solar and geothermal 
as part of our expansion plan for our Midland facility,” said Michael T. 
Fox, President/CEO of Ingenuity IEQ. “The ability to apply the PACE 
financing strategy, while at the same time creating a positive cash 
flow, could enable us to proceed with the project earlier than we 
otherwise may have thought possible.”

For more information, visit energyalliancegroup.org or leanandgreenmi.com.  
To apply for the program, contact Midland Tomorrow at (989) 839-0340.

Midland Tomorrow Needs You
For the past 53 years, Midland Tomorrow has been enhancing the 
quality of life for Midland County residents through retention and 
creation of quality jobs and diversification of the economic base. But 
we can’t, and haven’t, done so alone. As a 501c3 nonprofit, Midland 
Tomorrow relies on our investors to provide the funding that enables 
us to accomplish these goals.

Now, more than ever, your support is crucial, as Midland Tomorrow 
works to attract businesses to Midland and assist existing businesses 
with expansion, workforce, financing needs and more. All our services 
are confidential – and free, thanks to community members like you. 
Please consider supporting our 2017-19 Investor Campaign with a 
tax-deductible donation, using the pledge form inside this Economic 
News or printed from our website, midlandtomorrow.org. Mail to 
Midland Tomorrow, 300 Rodd St., Suite 201, Midland MI 48640.
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Interested in Midland?
Tour it virtually at
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Robinson Industries: A Leader  
in the Plastic Packaging Industry
Robinson Industries has come a long way since Fred Robinson 
created its first product in the 1940s – Styrofoam™ packaged as 
artificial snow for Christmas trees. Today, Robinson Industries is a 
global leader in thermoformed and injection-molded products, and its 
custom-made reusable plastic packaging serves a variety of industries 
such as agriculture, defense, marine, retail, textile and automotive. 

Fred Robinson had left a job at The Dow Chemical Company where 
he was part of the team that developed Styrofoam, and, recognizing 
the potential uses for polystyrene, created hundreds of products 
using that material. He also worked with equipment makers 
to design machinery capable of creating large, thermoformed 
polyethylene plastic components.

Much of the technology and the machinery that’s used today 
– such as the rotary thermoforming machine – Fred Robinson 
helped create. Along with his wife, Ardis, he started the Coleman-
based Robinson Industries in 1947. Robinson Industries began 
thermoforming refrigerator door panels in the 1950s. Then came 
canoes, coolers and ice buckets. In the 1960s, the automotive 
industry came calling, and the company began manufacturing 
thermoformed and injection-molded reusable plastic pallets. They 
were a lighter, more durable and more efficient way of shipping 
components around the country and the world. 

Still a family-owned business, Robinson Industries has continually 
diversified, a key to maintaining and growing the company’s success. 

“Product lines have changed over the years as Robinson answered 
different needs and requests,” said J. Mark Weidner, Sales Manager 
for Robinson Industries. Reusable plastic pallets are a large part of 
their packaging line today, and over the years their reusable plastic 
containers have been used to transport a myriad of automotive 
parts and consumer products. IKEA is one of the customers that 
has provided growth for Robinson. 

“Most of what we make is custom,” said Weidner. “We manufacture 
pallets in many styles and sizes. We are very solution based in what 
we do for our customers.”

Within Robinson’s three complexes spread over 140 acres, they 
take care of a customer’s packaging needs from concept to reality 
in-house. A design team evaluates packaging requirements and 
determines the best and most economical packaging solution. 
Prototypes are tested and tooled before final production is 
manufactured. They even do their own plastics recycling. 

Having everything in-house means Robinson can better control 
quality and cost, which is a significant advantage to the customer. 
The plastic packaging itself saves clients money because it costs less 
to ship, is reusable, lasts longer, and doesn’t harbor pests or bacteria. 

“Robinson Industries has been in Midland County for almost 70 
years. We stay here because of the wonderful community. We enjoy 
the support of the Chamber and the community organizations in 
Midland and in the Bay area,” said Ronda Robinson, third generation 
family member. “Mid-Michigan is a beautiful place and it’s home to us.” 

*Styrofoam is a trademark of  The Dow Chemical Company.

GMCA: Skilled Trades Training and STEM
Often lost in the shuffle when STEM (science, technology, 
engineering and math) occupations are discussed is the skilled 
trades. Skilled trade careers including carpentry, pipefitting, welding 
and electrician, and industries such as manufacturing, require varying 
degrees of STEM knowledge, and represent some of the most-
needed, highest-paid and most in-demand jobs in Michigan.

An expected 6,700 skilled trades jobs are opening up in Michigan 
each year and that’s expected to continue through 2022, according 
to the Michigan Economic Development Corporation (MEDC). 
Skilled trades jobs in Michigan represent about one-third of the 
state’s total employment base.

Midland is fortunate to have the nationally accredited Greater 
Michigan Construction Academy (GMCA) located here. GMCA 
offers everything from summer camps for kids as young as 12 
to high school apprenticeship programs to continuing education 
programs for craft workers, foremen, supervisors, project managers, 
superintendents and 
company management. 
The Midland facility has 
six training labs, including 
a brand new 12-station 
welding lab, and trains 11 
different trades with over 
400 enrolled students. 

For more information,  
visit gmcacademy.org.

Young Entrepreneurs Academy
The nationwide Young Entrepreneurs Academy (YEA) program 
came to Midland three years ago via the Midland Area Chamber of 
Commerce (MACC), and has been a resounding success. To date, 
55 local students in grades 6 through 12 have launched products 
and services. The business community has embraced YEA in a 
community partnership, with 60 to 70 local business professionals 
supporting the program each year as guest speakers, field trip hosts, 
mentors, sponsors and investors.

YEA involves 26 classes/events over the course of the school 
year, approximately once a week for three hours. They touch on 
everything an entrepreneur needs to know, from idea formation and 
creation of a business plan through design, financing and marketing. 
The process culminates in a public “pitch” event, with one local idea 
advancing to statewide competition.  

“YEA is really less about the product or service itself than the 
invaluable skill sets and networks they build,” said Tina Lynch, 
Business Development Coordinator at MACC. “Whether these 
students go on to create a business or work for someone else, they 
are exposed to skills and resources they can use for a lifetime.” 

For more information on YEA as well as an online application, visit 
macc.org/young-entrepreneurs-academy.html.
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Commitment to K-12 STEM Education
Midland Public Schools (MPS) has cemented a commitment to STEM 
(science, technology, engineering and math) education throughout the 
entire K-12 curriculum with a three-year STEM Strategic Plan that 
includes the construction of a new STEM-focused elementary school.

“Midland Public Schools values STEM education, and is certainly 
fortunate to be located in such a STEM-committed community,” 
said Michael Sharrow, Superintendent of Schools. “James Brown, the 
Executive Director of the STEM Education Coalition in Washington, 
D.C., said that the future of the economy is in STEM; that is where the 
jobs of tomorrow will be. Midland Public Schools couldn’t agree more.” 

In the Strategic Plan, Central Park Elementary: A STEM Exploration 
School, is set to open in fall of 2017; “maker spaces” will be designed 
and built in all district schools; and Project Lead the Way K-12 STEM 
curriculum will be integrated districtwide by 2019. 

Project Lead the Way emphasizes collaboration and activity/
problem-solving based study, and the new STEM elementary is 
designed around these concepts. The 750-student capacity school 
will feature a STEM studio and “maker spaces” for each grade level. 
The design encourages free flow movement between the different 
areas, such as a garage-door like connection between the classroom 
and maker spaces. Floors will be polished concrete to allow for 
“messes,” which are expected and encouraged.

Available flat screens will show rolling images related to the lessons/
curriculum. Where possible in the classrooms, rain conductor 
pipes will be exposed and constructed from clear glass so students 
can see the water flow. In the media center, a window will enable 
students to see the boiler room and how the equipment operates.

Doors near each grade level area will lead to an “outdoor 
classroom” area with learning spaces such as a small solar array and 
“green” roof, and representation of the solar system and a simulated 
riverbed embedded in the concrete. Even an extra pile of soil from 
construction will become a mini launching pad for flight experiments.

“All parts of the building will reinforce the STEM curriculum,” said 
Dale Jerome, architect with building designer French Associates. 
“Everywhere we can, our goal has been through the design to think 
of ways that the building will contribute to the curriculum.”

Delta College’s STEM Explorer Hits the Road
Delta College’s new STEM Explorer packs a plethora of STEM 
(science, technology, engineering and math) projects into a 38-foot, 
state-of-the-art RV that begins rolling in to Great Lakes Bay Region 
middle and high schools in the 2016-17 school year. The vehicle will 
provide students with hands-on experiences in problem-solving 
through the use of forensics, 3-D printing and design, a welding 
simulator, a wind turbine, electricity generation through pedaling, 
and more. The programs will help teachers meet new Michigan 
Science Standards as well.

The STEM Explorer is funded by a $4 million grant from The Herbert 
H. and Grace A. Dow Foundation. “Schools cannot afford the type of 
equipment we were able to put on the STEM Explorer,” explained 
Scott Schultz, the STEM Talent Institute Director at Delta, “and we 
are excited to work collaboratively with the region’s teachers to 
bring world-class STEM education opportunities to our youth.”

The STEM Explorer also will visit community events. “It is important 
for our community to understand the type of jobs available here 
in the Great Lakes Bay Region and how many of them need some 
type of understanding of STEM to be successful,” said Schultz. It’s 
not only occupations like engineering and science that require STEM 
knowledge, but also many skilled trades like welding, and fields like 
healthcare. Of the 50 fastest-growing careers in Michigan, 34 of 
them require STEM knowledge.  

Read more about the STEM Explorer at delta.edu/stem/explorer.aspx.

Northwood Internships Help Develop 
Talent Pipeline
Northwood University’s recently revamped internship program 
seeks not only to provide students with valuable real-world 
experiences, but also to help employers develop a much-needed 
talent pipeline. 

Each Northwood graduate earns a Bachelor of Business 
Administration (BBA) degree, meaning they have a fundamental 
understanding of how business works in a free-market economy, 
explained Deborah Schummer, Career Advancement & Internship 
Coordinator. Schummer’s role since she was hired last year has been 
to enhance the previous internship program, by developing even 
more employer connections that extend internships to all degree 
majors at any stage of their college career.

Internships benefit employers in numerous ways. They are a source 
of highly-motivated pre-professionals who are technologically 
savvy and bring a new perspective to an organization. They are a 
strategic component in a company’s succession plan. Internships also 
provide increased visibility to the businesses and organizations that 
participate, and those organizations invest in developing a career 
employee – more than half of Northwood’s interns are hired upon 
graduation, said Schummer.

“We would like as many of our students as possible to connect 
to the business community through internships,” said Schummer. 
“Finding good talent to mentor and develop is a big challenge for 
businesses today. Internships can help solve this problem. What 
better pipeline than to take our ‘future leaders’ and incorporate 
them into your business culture?”

Businesses interested in connecting with Northwood’s 
internship program can contact Schummer at 
schummer@northwood.edu or (989) 837-4430.  
More information is also available at northwood.edu/
career-services/internships/employer.aspx.
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