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A
YEAR
TO
CELEBRATE
City’s partnership with Oakland University reaches milestone
New in
City Hall
Mayor Deirdre
Waterman
welcomes Deputy
Mayor Jane
Bais-DiSessa (left)
to the team.
SEE PAGE 3
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W

hile Oakland University and the
Pontiac community have ties
dating back more than 40 years,
a formalized partnership emerged one year
ago this November.
In what’s been referred to as a “town
and gown relationship,” the collaboration is providing service learning for OU
students, college readiness for Pontiac
residents, communications for the City,
and economic development for the region.

College Readiness
With OU’s campus only six miles away
from the Pontiac school system, OU faculty and students are working to improve
college readiness through a variety of
programs.
This summer, Pontiac students attended
free camps at OU to learn algebra skills
and explore the world of business. Seventh
grade students attending the OU

AVID Summer Institute lived on campus,
learned math skills in algebra they will
need in the fall, enhanced their writing
skills and sampled the college experience.
School of Business Administration lecturer Frank Cardimen guided students entering grades 10 and 11 through Explore
the World of Business, learning about
the fundamentals of a business education.
CONTINUED ON PAGE 2

PARTNERSHIP ANNIVERSARY

Nov. 14 town meeting
will focus on next steps
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

TOWN
MEETING:

Grant-funded outreach

Through the county’s
The students also learned about
Healthy Pontiac, We Can!
leadership in business, the globSaturday, Nov. 14
Program, OU is helping the
al business environment and
8:30 a.m. – noon
Pontiac community to eat
more.
healthy, get active, and live
The College of Arts and SciWelcome
tobacco-free.
ences created a series of events
Missionary
Assistant Professor of Health
at the Pontiac Public Library
Baptist Church
Sciences Jennifer Lucarelli,
that ties into the College of Arts
143 Oneida
Ph.D., is overseeing a threeand Sciences theme on literacy.
Street, Pontiac
year, $1.95-million grant
The Center for Multicultural
that will fund a citywide
Initiative also held their second
approach to making Pontiac
backpack drive to benefit
a healthy, vibrant place to live, work and
students in the Pontiac School District
play. For example, a six-week soccer prothis summer.
gram combined efforts to provide no-cost,
non-competitive physical activity with the
Experiential learning in the mayor’s
Meet Up & Eat Up program that provides
office
free meals to anyone under the age of 18
during the summer months.
“It’s an obvious fit,” says Dave Dulio,
chair of the Political Science Department.
Looking forward
“OU students are providing much-needed support for the city while gaining
The next step for the partnership will be
invaluable experience in Mayor Deirdre
discussed at a November 14 town meeting.
Waterman’s office.”
Communication and journalism students Everyone is invited to attend.
“It’s such a positive addition for Oakland
are reporting on and producing stories for
University and Pontiac to come together,
the Spirit of Pontiac Newsletter, while
and most importantly I hope that we estabpolitical science undergrads and Master
lish an infrastructure to sustain the project
of Public Administration students are
working closely with government officials moving forward,” says Robert Maxfield,
Ed.D., special assistant to the President –
while they tackle major issues like fundPontiac Initiative.
ing, blight, and economic development.

Pontiac named
finalist for City
Livability Award
By Shaqela Chapman
The “Healthy Pontiac We Can!” program
earned the City of Pontiac prominent recognition at the U.S. Conference of Mayors’ 83rd Annual Meeting this summer.
Pontiac was named a finalist for the City
Livability Award for its “Healthy Pontiac We Can!” program. An independent
panel of judges selected winners, and the
winning mayors were announced at the
annual U.S. Conference of Mayors held
June 19-22.
The “Healthy Pontiac We Can!” program makes the community better, and is
an outstanding, innovative initiative, said
Mayor Deirdre Waterman.

SPIRIT of PONTIAC
Oakland University journalism and
public relations students Paige Brockway, Shaqela Chapman and Anthony
Spak wrote the stories for this newsletter. They are working as interns in
City Hall as part of an Oakland-Pontiac partnership.
Editing and page design by OU
journalism faculty members Kaniqua
Daniel Welch, Holly Gilbert, Garry
Gilbert and Colleen Campbell.

City’s economic recovery program praised by U.S. official
By Shaqela Chapman
Jay Williams, U.S. Assistant Secretary
of Commerce for Economic Development,
compares the revitalization of Pontiac to
that of Youngstown, Ohio.
During a recent visit in August, Williams collaborated with Pontiac Mayor Dr.
Deirdre Waterman and other city officials
on “Pontiac Moving Forward: An Economic Recovery Strategy.” Williams said
Pontiac has charted a course that, in some
ways, parallels the economic growth and
recovery of Youngstown during his term
as mayor.

Williams
commended
Waterman and
Oakland County
Executive L.
Brooks Patterson
for their recent
collaboration,
which facilitated
the drafting of
the economic
development
plan and implementation
strategy.

Six main pillars of the Economic
Recovery Strategy:
1. Educate and develop workforce
2. Advance strategic growth areas
3. Enhance the local brand and image
4. Improve the local quality of life
5. Promote development priority areas
6. Align and empower the implementers

Jay Williams

Photo courtesy
U.S. Economic Development
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See the full details at http://www.
pontiac.mi.us/departments/community_development/docs/Pontiac_Moving_Forward_2015_07_01.pdf

PONTIAC PRIDE

Bais-DiSessa
appointed
as new Pontiac
deputy mayor

Chief Judge Cynthia Walker (center) was feted by Major Deirdre Waterman and other
colleagues at a surprise party in honor of her recognition

Chief Judge Cynthia Walker
named 2015 Judge of the Year
The Michigan District Judges Association has designated 50th District Court
Chief Judge Cynthia Walker as the 2015
Judge of the Year.
The announcement was made at the
MDJA annual conference in August where
the Honorable Judge Walker was recognized for her commitment to access to
justice, community outreach, education

and public service.
A surprise party to celebrate the award
was held at the Hon. William Waterman
Hall of Justice on September 18.
The event was attended by the 50th District Court family along with the Mayor
Deirdre Waterman and members of the
Pontiac City Council and Pontiac Board of
Education.

Mayor Deirdre Waterman is
proud to add a
new member to
her team: Jane
Bais-DiSessa,
former city manager of Berkley,
has been named
deputy mayor
of the City of
Pontiac. Waterman announced
Jane Bais-DiSessa
Bais-DiSessa’s
appointment on September 16.
“We’re proud to have a person of this
quality and caliber in the position,” Waterman said in a recent Oakland Press article.
“She comes with an extensive background
of expertise in efficient municipal management, as well as the budgeting process and
transparency in city government. She will
be a strong administrator and advocate for
my agenda of community revitalization
and economic development.”
Bais-DiSessa has a bachelor’s degree
in political science and a master’s degree
in public administration, both from St.
Mary’s University. She has worked in six
different communities in Michigan and
Texas, serving as city manager in three of
those roles.

Woodward Avenue in Pontiac is a sweet place to watch Dream Cruisers
40,000 classic
cars, trucks
The Woodward
Dream Cruise
drew more than 1
million spectators
the third weekend
in August.
Photos by TIM
THOMPSON
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URBAN GREENSPACE

City’s vacant land attracts innovation
By anthony Spak

P

ontiac is the home of 600 to 1,000
vacant lots — which are much like
blank canvases for some creative
residents.
According to the 2010 U.S. Census,
within the 20 square miles of city there
are approximately 27,000 housing units.
Eighteen percent have been reported as
vacant.
The city, Oakland County and the State
Land Bank own most of these vacant lots.
In their disuse, these lots are not always
treated with respect. Houses fall into disrepair and become eyesores for residents
inside and outside of the community.
Urban dumping within these vacant properties has also become a major concern
for the city.
“Pontiac was hard-hit by the foreclosures,” said Oakland County Treasurer
Andy Meisner. “The result is that there are
a lot of properties that became abandoned
and blighted that have required demolition.”
Now, Meisner sees Pontiac residents
taking charge of their community’s image
and using these vacant lots in innovative
ways. Examples include community
gardens, playgrounds, urban forests and
“pocket parks” — small commons where
community members can gather and relax.
“Across metro Detroit we’re seeing really innovative uses of vacant properties,”
Meisner said. “What we’re trying to do is
to make sure Pontiac, the heart of Oakland
County, benefits from some of the best
practices that are being developed across
the country and the world.”
Coleman Yoakum heads a community gardens organization called Micah
6 within the city. The group oversees
several gardens around town that add up
to an acre and a half worth of properties,
all of which were vacant before the group
purchased it from the county.
“We wanted to create a healthy food
source in our neighborhood,” Yoakum
said. His group only plants quickly identified foods that people will know what
to do with such as peppers, tomatoes,
cucumbers and strawberries.
Yoakum credits Jill Robinson and the
Oakland County Treasurer’s office for
providing easy access to vacant land
ownership.
“Jill Robinson is a champion of getting

A plot on Newberry Street is home to one of the city’s evolving community gardens.

Grade-schooler’s
garden flourishes –
raising plants as well
as local publicity

vacant land turned over to people who
want to garden,” Yoakum said.
“I’m excited about our group and a few
others who are working to make healthy
food available [in the city],” Yoakum said.
“It seems like its all happening at once
over the last couple years and the vacant
lots are a part of that.”
Meisner seems most excited about the
community gardens’ educational benefits.
“Gardening is a great opportunity for
production of fresh produce, but also
skill-building and learning how to grow
food,” Meisner said. “Our only constraint
is our creativity.”
For more information on available
County-owned vacant property, visit the
Oakland County Treasurer’s Office website and search for the “Surplus Property
List” or contact Jill Robinson at 248-8582930.
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Just as gardens come in all different
shapes and sizes, so do the gardeners
themselves.
Nehemiah Gilbert, 11, started his own
garden after a field trip to Oakland Hills
Community Gardens inspired him to begin
planting.
Now his backyard is home to beds of
growing produce, thanks to help from
local organizations the Power Company,
the Pontiac High football team and Lee
Industrial Contracting.
Nehemiah’s garden has since received
much attention from the local news media
and praise from local government officials.
Oakland County Treasurer Andy Meisner dropped by the young man’s plot and
gave his approval to the project.
“Loved visiting 11-year-old Nehemiah
Gilbert’s community garden in #Pontiac
today!” Meisner tweeted along with a
picture of himself and Gilbert being interviewed by Fox 2 News Detroit.
– Story By anthony Spak
– photoS By JaCkSon GilBert

DOWNTOWN REAWAKENS

Creativity is theme for new businesses
By anthony Spak

P

ontiac officially welcomed 15
new businesses downtown with a
ribbon-cutting event just before the
annual Dream Cruise in August.
Karen Jorgenson is part owner of K and
R Studios, one of the new businesses in
town. Some of her fellow residents refer to
her as “The Queen of Pontiac.”
Jorgenson believes that these new
businesses will attract residents from other
cities because of their unique location.
“I think [business owners] can be a lot
more creative and growing here than they
can in other communities because we have
a better opportunity to buy properties at
a much cheaper rate than other places,”
Jorgenson said.
Creativity, here, is the key word.
“There’s so much talent in the city,”
Jorgenson said. “I’m amazed at how many
artists and musicians and recording studios
and culinary arts we have,” Jorgenson
said.
Creativity is a common theme among the
new businesses, giving downtown a more
artistic vibe than seen in previous years.
Jay Burgher is the owner of Mad Cow
Custom Leather, which recently opened up
a retail store at 87 North Saginaw Street,
and a member of the Downtown Business
Association. His company specializes in
manufacturing leather products, an art
form in itself.
From bike seats to Boy Scout badges, Burgher’s company can make it all.
Almost all of his products use American-made materials, except for some of
the exotic skins like alligator, crocodile,
ostrich, elephant, hippo and snake, which
are imported.
“We’re known for our quality and craftsmanship,” Burgher said. “Our custom
products are engineered properly from the
beginning.”
Burgher owns a manufacturing center
in Birch Run but decided to open a retail
outlet in Pontiac for its prime location and
affordable property values.
“There are a lot of opportunities in the
city and the people getting on board are
aware of them,” Burgher said. “There’s a
group of people right now who are really
making things happen in Pontiac, for
Pontiac.”
The openings of these businesses are

Mayor Deirdre Waterman, County Treasurer Andy Meisner celebrate business revival.

New businesses
• 5th Ave. Design, 10 Pike St.
• Chi-Chi & the Greek, 7 N. Saginaw St.
• 51 North Brewery, 40 Pike St.
• Genesis Coney & Grill, 29 N. Saginaw
• Mad Cow Custom Leather, LLC 87 N.
Saginaw St.
• K and R Studios, 35 N. Saginaw St.
• The Menagerie, 31 N. Saginaw St.

Jay Burgher with Mad Cow customers.
impressive. Sustaining and being successful is the next step.
Burgher says that bridging the communication gap between the residential
community and the business community is
crucial for these new businesses to remain
in Pontiac. He and the rest of the Downtown Business Association are currently
working on a comprehensive contact list
to keep the people of Pontiac informed on
downtown business developments.
There is also concern among business
owners that fees imposed on new businesses by the city could hinder their ability
to prosper in the future.
“If you don’t support the business, there
is no town,” Jorgenson said. “It’s a community effort.”
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• Alley Cat Cafe, 31 Lawrence.
• Pop’s Party Store, 28 N. Saginaw St.
• Tenue Du Jour Couture, 35 N.
Saginaw St.
• Detroit Sewn, 12 W. Pike St.
• Making of Memories Photography
Studio, 7 N. Saginaw St.
• Armstrong Design, 31 N. Saginaw St.
• D4 Media Production Company, 7
N. Saginaw St.
• RENTBIDZ, 31 N. Saginaw St.
• MAX OUT Fitness, 121 Saginaw St.

PARKS, PARADES AND ARTS

Park honors longtime civic advocate

Photos courtesy Oakland County Treasurer’s Office

Mattie McKinney Hatchett celebrated with friends and colleagues at the park dedication ceremony.

F

or her dedication to help transform the City of Pontiac,
former Oakland County Commissioner and Pontiac School
Board member Mattie McKinney Hatchett can now boast

having a local park named in her honor. The park on Perkins
Street – formerly named Neighborhood Park – was renamed Mattie McKinney Hatchett Park. The ceremony was held in August.

Fall 2015

Oct. 1-10 - Hispanic Heritage Month Art Exhibition,
Pontiac Creative Arts Center, 47 Williams Street
Oct. 17th - Fahrenheit 451 Film Showing and Discussion, Pontiac Public Library, 1-3 pm
Oct. 24-Dec.12 - ‘Healing Power of the Arts’ Exhibit,
The Art Experience, 175 S. Saginaw Street

Presented By:

Oct. 31st - Public Library Halloween Party, 12-5 pm
Nov. 6th - OU World Music Ensemble 40th Anniversary Concerts, feat. Bernard Woma, Oakland Univ.

TM

SAVE THE DATE

Nov. 12th - Oakland Jazz Singers & Oakland Jazz
Quartet Performance, Oakland University

Parade Date: Saturday, December 5, 2015
Parade Time: 11:00 a.m.

Nov. 12-15, 19-22 - “Equus,” Oakland University
Nov. 16-18, 21 - “As You Like It,” Oakland Univ.

Before the parade, join us from
8:30 am - 10:30 am for:

Dec. 3-5 - Oakland Dance Theatre & OU Repertory
Dance Company Showcase, Oakland University

$IJMESFOT8JOUFS"35t8JOUFS'6/'FTUJWBMt(BMMFSZPG*DFt1FUUJOH'BSN
)PSTF%SBXO8BHPO3JEFTt'BDF1BJOUJOHt)PU$PDPBt4.PSFT

Ongoing - Free Comic Book Art Workshops by
Imaginos, Saturdays 9 am to 12 pm, 31 N. Saginaw

For More Information call: 248-858-8347 Ext. 5180
Or Visit: holidayextravaganza.org

Ongoing - Canvas Pontiac Art Pieces, Downtown
Ongoing - Classes at The Art Experience
Ongoing - Classes at Pontiac Creative Arts Center
Second Tuesday of the Month - Pontiac Arts
Commission Meetings, City Hall, 5:30 pm
Have an arts-related event, or questions about listings? Contact Arts Commission
Chair Mike McGuinness at (248) 410-0702 or: PontiacArtsCommission@gmail.com
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SPOTLIGHT ON SUCCESS

Students thrive with GM

Scare tactics work:
Erebus successful
at haunting city
since 1981
Edward Terebus is the owner of Erebus
Haunted Attraction, 18 South Perry in
downtown Pontiac. Terebus has been in
the horror business since 1981, when he
opened his first haunted house. The Spirit
of Pontiac’s Anthony Spak spoke to Terebus in early September as he prepared for
another Halloween season in the city.

Ten Pontiac High School students helped paint this mural on the school’s entrance.
By paiGe BroCkway

T

en Pontiac High School students
were given a jumpstart on adulthood
this summer when they were hired
as interns through the General Motors
Student Corps program.
Four GM retiree mentors and an intern
from the University of Detroit Mercy led
the team of Pontiac High School juniors
Jorge Blas-Rangel, Austin Deanes, Nakita
Bowman, Dorothy Williams-Freeman,
Javier Cartegena-Rodriguez, Justin
Hardin, Jamie Johnson, Denzel Lawson,
Cameron Owens and Dequandre Massey.
The summer internship was a big commitment for the students, who worked
eight hours per day, three days per week
for 10 weeks.
When structuring the program, the mentors focused on three key goals: working
at and learning about the key human
services agencies of Pontiac, taking on big
projects that would make a difference in
the community and touring locations of
possible career interests.
“We had an opportunity to really give
them an insight into the workplace and the
adult world, instill in them some leadership skills and really just broaden their
horizons,” said Program Mentor Steve
Bonner.
The students took on various community
projects, including packing over 4,000
pounds of food at Gleaners Community
Food Bank, assisting in The Baldwin Center’s garden and assembling bicycles to
be given away to disadvantaged children
through Orchards Children’s Services.
One project also hit closer to home:
the students gave Pontiac High School’s

entrance a fresh coat of paint and a brand
new mural featuring the phoenix mascot.
Mike McGuinness, chair of the Pontiac
Arts Commission, teamed up with the
students on the project and designed the
mural. Volunteers from GM Powertrain
helped power wash and paint the entrance.
“What was really exciting was how the
students felt a sense of accomplishment
because the transformation was so dramatic,” McGuinness said.
“There was a lot of positive feedback
from other students when they saw it.
When community members saw it and
were in awe, the way the students lit up
and were proud to be a part of that process
was really gratifying.”
The students also helped out at community events like Meet Up and Eat Up,
Healthy Pontiac and the school district’s
Back-to-School Rally.
They explored career options by visiting
the GM Design Center headquarters, the
Flint Assembly Plant, GM Powertrain,
WXYZ-TV and other local businesses.
They were able to interview employees on
the job and listen to community leaders
speak.
The mentors hosted life skill classes
that focused on leadership skills, teamwork, managing finances and applying
for college scholarships. They asked the
students to explore what it means to be a
hard worker.
This was Pontiac High School’s first
year with GM Student Corps, which has
been around for three years.
“Pontiac is unique in how much residual
goodwill there is toward its students and
toward its revitalization. You can feel it,”
said Program Mentor Lew Elbert.
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1. What was different about Erebus
this year?
The basic thing over here is time travel
… a scientist creates a time machine that
doesn’t work and its turned into a haunted
house. Every year we change one or two
of the time zones. This year, Undead Dolls
and The Dungeon of Dread are two new
sections. The front lobby will look more
like a spaceship instead of a dungeon. It is
a two-year prop being introduced this year.
We’re turning little kid’s playthings into
adult nightmares. We’re trying to creep
people out.
2. How long does your season last?
We usually go from mid-September to
November 1. We’re open everyday in
October, seven days a week. At the end of
the season we go from a staff of 250 to a
staff of 10.
3. What is the Erebus Terror Team and
the merchandise giveaway?
Terror Team members can register online
and receive tickets for $16 instead of $28.
Top prizes for members are a flat screen
TV and an Xbox. Winners will be announced towards the end of the season.
4. Why did you choose to open in Pontiac and what has kept your business
there for so long?
The cool thing about Pontiac is it’s the
heart of Oakland County. All major traffic
arteries lead to it. Pontiac’s making a
comeback and we’re bringing attention to
the city. We’re hoping to see it grow even
more.

MESSAGE FROM THE MAYOR

Our revitalized city stands ready
for a historic return to home rule
I
As we undertake this transition, I will
continue to prioritize those tenets for
which citizens had the confidence to elect
me to the mayor’s office.

To enumerate some of them:
• Maintaining best practices in municipal
administration and management
• Budgeting wisely while ensuring operational efficiency
• Continuing to strengthen and protect
our neighborhoods
• Investing in policies and technologies
for economic and community development
• Fostering a “Spirit of Pontiac” of both
shared vision and prosperity
We’ve endured so much, have persevered and are ready to emerge for the next
phase of our legacy. Let’s continue to
build as a revitalized city to live, work and
play.

‘This is a triumphant
stage of our history.’
– Mayor Deirdre Waterman
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t has been my honor to serve as Pontiac’s Mayor since January 1, 2014.
During the period since then, Pontiac
has overcome many challenges and has
emerged from financial distress
Having achieved this benchmark among
others, your Pontiac city officials are now
in communication with the State Treasury
about establishing the process for transitioning out of receivership.
From my understanding, Pontiac will set
a precedent as the first city under receivership established by Public Act 436 to
be ready to undertake this transition from
state control to a return to home rule as
described in our city charter.
This is a triumphant stage of our history. Yet, we recognize that we still face
challenges. How we collectively undertake those challenges will determine the
direction of our city’s future.

