
 
 

Think tech 
Automation Alley, Ann Arbor Spark study ways to attract, hold tech jobs 
By Andrew Dietderich  
October 03, 2005 
 

Troy-based Automation Alley and newly formed Ann Arbor Spark separately are reorganizing, evaluating operations and 
working to keep and lure technology companies and jobs to Southeast Michigan.  

Spark, for example, hopes to double the number of tech companies and triple the number of tech workers in the Ann Arbor 
area by 2010.  

Michigan lost 10,900 tech jobs in 2002 and 6,700 in 2003, according to the American Electronics Association, which tracks
such data as number of employees, wages, exports and venture capital levels. Data from 2004 is not available. The 
association’s definition of technology includes high-tech manufacturing, as well as communications, software, engineering and 
technology services.  

Another source shows Michigan gaining ground long-term, but at a far slower rate than the rest of the country.  

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, information-technology jobs in Michigan grew by 5.1 percent between 1990 
and 2003, and professional and technical services jobs grew by 26.7 percent during the same period. But nationally, IT jobs 
grew by 19 percent and the professional and technical services increased 45.4 percent during the period.  

“We’re all in the process of reinventing the economy,” said Ken Rogers, Oakland County’s deputy executive and executive 
director of Automation Alley. “And I don’t think anybody has taken a real good look at Southeast Michigan in terms of 
technology and what role it plays.”  

Automation Alley has reorganized its top management and is spending $25,000 on a study of Southeast Michigan’s tech 
sector. That’s expected to be completed in the next two weeks. Meanwhile, Ann Arbor Spark plans to name a new CEO by 
month’s end and merge with the Washtenaw Development Council within a year of that selection. The group has raised 
about $3 million through sponsorships and grant applications to fund operations for the next three years. Its goal is to raise 
$3.5 million over three years.  

Ann Arbor Spark is the brainchild of a group of Ann Arbor-based businesses, government and University of Michigan 
officials. The group includes Mary Sue Coleman, president of the university; Rick Snyder, CEO of Ardesta L.L.C. and 
chairman of Gateway Inc.; and David Canter, director of research for Pfizer Inc. in Michigan.  

But reaching its goals to increase the number of tech jobs and companies won’t be easy.  

Growing companies, such as Covansys Corp. of Farmington Hills and Troy-based Syntel Inc., opt for cheaper workers in 
other countries.  

San Jose, Calif.-based Gartner Inc., an information-technology research company, said in a report earlier this year that 30 
percent of U.S. tech jobs are expected to be sent offshore by 2015.  

Cambridge, Mass.-based Forrester Research Inc. projects that as many as 3.3 million white-collar jobs will be sent out of 
the United States by 2015. Many will be in tech-related positions.  

Figures like that haven’t slowed those behind Ann Arbor Spark — people who have spent the last year raising funds, including 
$1 million from the University of Michigan.  

Also, executives from Ann Arbor Spark and the Washtenaw Development Council — the county’s economic development body 
— say it’s only a matter of time before the two merge.  

The development council was created 21 years ago, but has been without a CEO since Susan Lackey left in April to become 
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executive director of the Washtenaw Land Trust. Formal plans for a merger have not been announced.  

“We’re in agreement in principle that it’s going to happen,” said Bill Milliken Jr., WDC’s chairman and a Spark board member. 
“Our mental timeline is within a year of getting the CEO in place.”  

Milliken is owner and president of Milliken Realty Co. in Ann Arbor.  

Snyder, who is the chairman of Spark, said marrying the two organizations could create “one-stop shopping” for businesses 
looking to locate or expand in Washtenaw County.  

“It’s a great complement in that Spark can help a company in its formative stages and WDC can get them more established,” 
Snyder said.  

Automation Alley is going through changes as well and more could be on the way.  

In August, the nonprofit reorganized its staff to emphasize expanding technology business and workforce development.  

Tom Anderson, director of the Automation Alley Technology Center, was named senior director of Automation Alley. He now 
oversees Automation Alley along with Rogers.  

Charlie DeVries was named director of government affairs. He had been assistant director of the Alley’s Technology Center. 
Lisa Mauch was named director of member services, and Michelle Zellen was named director of communications and events.  

Also, Automation Alley paid $25,000 to Lansing-based Anderson Economic Group L.L.C. to study the current status of the 
regional tech industry. The study’s purpose is to make sure Automation Alley is focusing on the right opportunities, Rogers 
said.  

He said the report would have been done sooner but the organization didn’t have the money.  

Automation Alley’s budget was $2.1 million for the 2004-05 fiscal year, which ended Aug. 31.  

Rogers said the study is compiling various demographics, such as the number of tech-based companies in the area and the 
number of employees.  

“We have our opinions about what the market is, but we’ve never had an in-depth study like this done,” Rogers said. “It will 
point to what Automation Alley’s role is in terms of the technical and innovative future of Southeast Michigan.” 
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