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INTRODUCTION
The City of Thief River Falls, popula�on 8,722, is located in Northwestern Minnesota,
approximately 70 miles south of the Canadian border where the Thief River ﬂows into the Red
Lake River. The City is a signiﬁcant driver of the regional economy: it is an employment hub; it is
one of the region’s four largest ci�es; and it is one of the region’s few ci�es experiencing
popula�on growth.
Thief River Falls is central to many agricultural businesses as well as numerous manufacturing
and distribu�on center jobs. The City is home to 69 retail establishments, 38 health care and
social assistance establishments, 36 accommoda�on and food service establishments, 25
ﬁnance and insurance businesses, 16 professional, scien�ﬁc, and technical services
establishments, 14 merchant wholesalers, ten manufacturing establishments, as well as other
types of establishments.
The City’s last strategic plan was developed in 1996 and has not been updated since that �me.
Early in 2016, the City’s Mayor, Council members, City Administrator, and Department Heads
agreed on the importance of developing a new strategic plan and began to take steps to ini�ate
the process. With a grant from the Northwest Minnesota Founda�on, awarded in August 2016,
the City was poised to begin planning. The City invited an outside consultant, Michelle
Landsverk, of Landsverk and Associates, Inc., to assist them with development of the plan.
The process of crea�ng the strategic plan was almost as important as the end product. Through
the course of conduc�ng departmental interviews, receiving and assimila�ng public input, and
working through various brainstorming sessions and mee�ngs, City leaders were able to align
themselves around a compelling vision, as well as iden�fying strategic priori�es. Facilitated
discussions created agreement, building consensus among Council members and Department
Heads that will last long past the plan’s development.
This document explains the strategic planning process, results and recommenda�ons.

Page 2

PLANNING PROCESS OVERVIEW
Eﬀec�ve strategic planning is founded on a vision and con�nues long a�er the ini�al
groundwork is set. It is a prac�cal tool that sets a clear path for the future, while also allowing a
city’s vision to mature as �me passes. Strategic planning is also a preventa�ve measure that
can assist a city in achieving maximum eﬀec�veness and equity before a program or
department reaches crisis level. In management terms, strategic planning is proactive instead
of reactive. Strategic planning translates into good, common sense.
The City of Thief River Fall’s strategic planning process began August 23, 2016 at a Commitee
of the Whole mee�ng which included the Mayor, City Council, City Administrator, Pennington
County Economic Development Director, and Department Heads. This group cons�tuted the
strategic planning team. The result of the ini�al mee�ng was agreement on a planning
framework with associated �meline, projected to be completed over the course of six months.
A�er agreeing on the planning framework, the group worked through a structured process to
iden�fy core values and a vision statement.
ELEMENTS OF THE STRATEGIC PLANNING FRAMEWORK
•
•
•
•

Agreement on a vision statement, mission, and core values
An environmental scan that includes the community proﬁle and trends, public
percep�on of the City and its services, as well as internal and external forces that aﬀect
the City of Thief River Fall’s ability to serve the needs of the public
An assessment of the City’s strengths, weaknesses, opportuni�es, and threats
Iden�ﬁca�on and development of strategic focus areas, goals, and objec�ves which will
help the City to achieve its vision

Figure 1: Rela�onship of vision, mission, values, goals, objec�ves, and ac�on items
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VISION, MISSION, AND VALUES
The founda�on of any strong strategic plan is the vision, mission and values statements. An
organiza�on’s vision is aspira�onal in nature. It deﬁnes what the organiza�on wants to be or
achieve. It is an idealized descrip�on of the desired future state of the community. Without a
vision, there is nothing to work towards. A mission statement is a writen statement of purpose
that describes what the organiza�on does, and for whom. It can be used to help guide
decisions about priori�es, ac�ons, and responsibili�es. Core values are those fundamental
guiding principles that underlie the City’s work, how Council and staﬀ interact with each other
and with the public, and which strategies should be deployed to fulﬁll the mission.
Mission and values statements had been developed by the City of Thief River Falls more than
twenty years ago, so both merited review, leading to either a reaﬃrma�on of their relevance or
some level of revision. No vision statement had been developed. Through the course of two
mee�ngs and structured brainstorming sessions, the team developed a vision statement, as
well as revised versions of the mission and core value statements.
VISION
Thief River Falls is known as a safe, welcoming place with a thriving economy where residents
enjoy a great quality of life and abundant opportuni�es to work, learn, and play.
MISSION
The City of Thief River Falls is dedicated to building a quality community by planning for future
growth and providing excellent services.
CORE VALUES
Communica�on—we believe open communica�on and open doors build trust and team spirit.
Safety—we will work to provide a healthy, safe, caring, inclusive community.
Responsibility— we are commited to providing reliable services for the public.
Forward-thinking— we will play a leading role in envisioning and building a sustainable future
for our community and region.
Collabora�on— we believe collabora�on, community engagement, and teamwork are normal
ways of doing business.
Integrity— we are transparent and accountable to the community and to each other.

Page 4

Figure 2: Word Cloud depic�on of core values brainstorming session.

Figure 3: Word Cloud depic�on of vision brainstorming session.
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ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN
A comprehensive environmental scan was conducted to provide the planning team with a
framework for understanding the City’s current environment and trends. The environmental
scan examined the community proﬁle and trends, public percep�on of the City and its services,
as well as internal and external forces that aﬀect the City of Thief River Fall’s ability to serve the
needs of the public.
Informa�on for the environmental scan was gathered through a variety of means:
•
•
•
•
•

In-depth interviews with all Department Heads
Analysis of community demographics, housing, economy, educa�on, and workforce
Secondary research on signiﬁcant societal trends
2016 community survey responses gathered by Midwest Minnesota Community
Development Corpora�on
Ci�zen poll on the City’s strengths, weaknesses, opportuni�es, and threats

This informa�on was presented to the planning team and provided a founda�on for
development of goals and strategies. It was also synthesized in the form of the context map
shown on the following page, which provides a snapshot of the environment in which the City
of Thief River Falls is opera�ng.
(Detailed information that provided the basis for the Context Map—the community proﬁle,
department head interviews, and community survey results—may be found in the appendix.)
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Figure 4: Context Map

STRENGTHS, WEAKNESSES, OPPORTUNITIES, AND THREATS
Following closely on the heels of developing the Context Map, the City worked on a Strengths,
Weaknesses, Opportuni�es, Threats (SWOT) Analysis. SWOT Analysis is a way of looking at the
interrela�on of internal and external factors facing an organiza�on. It uses the basic data of the
organiza�on to iden�fy the strengths and weaknesses the organiza�on has. It also helps the
organiza�on iden�fy opportuni�es and threats, and develop strategies that will capitalize on
opportuni�es and mi�gate threats.
•
•
•
•

Strengths are those assets and capabili�es currently available within the organiza�on
and that can be leveraged to achieve desired results
Weaknesses are those problem areas or aspects of the government organiza�on that
are currently standing in the way of strategic success and that must be overcome to
achieve op�mal results.
Opportuni�es are future-focused and are condi�ons that can, if properly understood,
be captured to obtain strategic advantage through capitalizing on strengths, overcoming
weaknesses and mi�ga�ng threats.
Threats are current or poten�al future internal or external events that, if unmi�gated,
have the poten�al to seriously impair the organiza�on’s ability to realize strategic
success. These may be poli�cal, economic, societal, natural or man-made in nature.

In addi�on to input from the planning team, the City of Thief River Falls invited ci�zen input
through an online survey placed on the City website. The SWOT matrix, shown on the next
page, synthesizes the input of the planning team and that of the public.
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Figure 5: SWOT Matrix

GOALS AND STRATEGIES
A�er agreeing on vision,
mission and values, comple�ng
an environmental scan,
evalua�ng the strengths and
weaknesses of the organiza�on,
and iden�fying opportuni�es
and threats, the planning team
was ready to iden�fy the
speciﬁc ac�ons and results
which they believed would have
the greatest posi�ve impact on
the long-term success of the
community and the
organiza�on.
To assist the team in iden�fying
areas of strategic focus, the
strategic planning consultant
applied a technique known as
“future pull.” The consultant challenged the par�cipants to mentally go forward in �me,
imagining an era of great success, a �me in the future when the City had achieved its vision
through accomplishing its mission—all while opera�ng within the framework of its core values.
They were then asked to answer the following ques�on: “Looking back from that posi�on of
great success, what, speciﬁcally, did the City do to get there?”
Each par�cipant listed the ac�on steps that, if taken today, would lead the city to that future
vision. They thought about how to leverage the iden�ﬁed strengths to overcome problems and
how to mi�gate threats to create opportuni�es. Many individual ideas were generated. Then,
working together with team members, the workshop facilitator grouped like ideas in an aﬃnity
diagram, revealing common strategic themes. From this exercise, a total of six strategic goals
emerged as the most important for the future of the City of Thief River Falls. Within each of the
goals, objec�ves were developed by the consultant, based on the brainstorming responses, and
presented to the planning team at its next mee�ng. These goals and objec�ves were reviewed
by the group and approved, with a few minor revisions.

GOAL 1: FINANCIAL STABILITY
•
•
•
•
•

Objec�ve 1—Maintain adequate ﬁnancial reserves
Objec�ve 2—Contain costs and look for ways to improve eﬃciencies
Objec�ve 3—Con�nue capital improvement budge�ng
Objec�ve 4—Adhere to ﬁve-year ﬁnancial plan and keep up-to-date
Objec�ve 5—Assess revenue sources annually
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GOAL 2: SYSTEMATIC INFRASTRUCTURE INVESTMENT
•
•
•
•
•

Objec�ve 1—Develop and implement mul�-year capital improvement plan
Objec�ve 2—Invest in public safety to reduce risk and protect the community from harm
Objec�ve 3—Build out infrastructure for new commercial and industrial development
projects
Objec�ve 4—Support development of new housing as well as improvements to exis�ng
housing stock
Objec�ve 5—Invest in City facili�es where there are needs for greater eﬃciency or
increased capacity

GOAL 3: HEALTHY WORK CULTURE AND TRAINING
•
•
•
•

Objec�ve 1—Invest in training for Council members, Department Heads, and staﬀ
Objec�ve 2—Improve interdepartmental lines of communica�on as well as communica�on
between departments and City Council
Objec�ve 3—Recruit, retain, and develop a talented municipal workforce
Objec�ve 4—Recognize employee ini�a�ve, crea�vity, and innova�on

GOAL 4: MAXIMIZED RECREATIONAL ASSETS
•
•
•
•
•

Objec�ve 1—Develop a sustainable business model for the Ralph Engelstad Arena
Objec�ve 2—Con�nue to beau�fy natural areas and improve public access and use
Objec�ve 3—Leverage grant funding for recrea�onal capital improvements
Objec�ve 4—Create master recrea�onal plan
Objec�ve 5—Capitalize on recrea�onal opportuni�es aﬀorded by the Red Lake River

GOAL 5: INCLUSIVE AND COLLABORATIVE GOVERNANCE
•
•
•
•

Objec�ve 1—Communicate the City’s successes and plans for the community
Objec�ve 2—Commit to ongoing public dialogue and rela�onship building ac�vi�es
Objec�ve 3—Enhance government transparency and inclusiveness
Objec�ve 4—Provide addi�onal tools and/or methods for regular ci�zen input

GOAL 6: VIBRANT ECONOMY
•
•
•
•
•

Objec�ve 1—Support downtown redevelopment strategies
Objec�ve 2—Create business resource and incen�ve package to help ﬁll vacant buildings,
atract new businesses and retain exis�ng businesses
Objec�ve 3—Diversify business mix, including retail, commercial, and industrial
Objec�ve 4—Partner with Secondary and Post-Secondary ins�tu�ons to build future
workforce
Objec�ve 5—Design and launch place-branding strategy to atract people to the community

Page 11

A�er iden�fying and agreeing on the six goals and accompanying objec�ves, planning team
members par�cipated in a poll, ranking each of the objec�ves on two dimensions—strategic
importance and current performance.
The ﬁrst dimension, strategic importance, established a hierarchy within each of the goal
areas. This was especially important, in light of the fact that the City wants to take ac�on on all
of the objec�ves. With the objec�ves priori�zed in terms of strategic importance, the City can
focus its energies on the most cri�cal items ﬁrst. The second dimension, current performance,
established the level at which the City is currently performing in rela�on to each objec�ve.
Once the objec�ves had been ranked by the planning team, the strategic planning consultant
ploted a 2 X 2 matrix for each set of goals and objec�ves, shown on pages 13-15 of this
document. In each matrix, objec�ves are placed to reﬂect both strategic direc�on and current
performance. The four matrix quadrants are:
•
•
•
•

Givens are high value/high performance items. They cons�tute the City’s primary
objec�ves.
Foundational objec�ves are vital support func�ons. They are necessary to the system
and should be performed at least to an acceptable level.
Immediate Opportunities indicate key areas for innova�on that can have major and
early impact on success. They show where not only doing things diﬀerently, but doing
diﬀerent things is impera�ve. Implementa�on �me lines are one year or less.
Mid- to Long-term Opportunities represent key success factors that would likely be
brought on line following execu�on of the Immediate Opportuni�es. These innova�ons
are usually 1-2 years or more out.

In addi�on to plo�ng the objec�ves within each of the four quadrants, the set of objec�ves for
each goal is also listed in order of strategic importance, with the objec�ves ranked highest in
terms of strategic importance listed ﬁrst.
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STRATEGY MAP
The strategy map, shown on the next page, is a graphical depic�on of the City of Thief River
Fall’s strategy in terms of its vision, mission, and core values, as well as the agreed upon goals
and objec�ves. It is a useful tool, providing a quick reference for organizing and aligning plans
and resources across departments in support of the overall plan.
PLAN IMPLEMENTATION
Strategic planning is a cyclical, ongoing ac�vity. Once strategic direc�on, goals, and objec�ves
have been agreed upon, the plan moves into implementa�on phase. Implementa�on requires
transla�ng the strategy into opera�onal plans, building organiza�onal alignment and
monitoring performance against plans to ensure that the organiza�on stays on course toward
achieving its goals. If the City is going to achieve predictable results, in line with its vision and
mission, it will need to break down the deﬁned objec�ves into ac�on items, as well as provide
the resources needed to carry out the ac�ons. Following implementa�on, the plan will need
ongoing monitoring, reﬁnement, and redeployment.
The implementa�on model to the right, depicts the four main components of strategic plan
management:
•

•

•
•

Discover: a sound plan is
one that is built on a solid
understanding of the
current environment,
internal and external
forces, strengths,
weaknesses, opportuni�es,
and threats.
Strategy Formula�on: once
the discovery process is
completed, strategies can
be formulated that will
enable the organiza�on to
achieve its vision.
Strategies should build on
strengths and opportuni�es
while mi�ga�ng weaknesses and threats.
Implement: during the
Figure 6: Strategy Implementa�on Model
implementa�on stage, the
organiza�on focuses on the ac�on items which lead to measurable outcomes.
Measure and Monitor: on an annual basis, the organiza�on should review progress,
celebrate its successes, learn from what worked well and what did not, and make any
adjustments deemed necessary to improve success.
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Figure 7: Strategy map.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The City of Thief River Fall’s decision to create a strategic plan is a posi�ve step toward
achieving the City’s vision. The alignment and team mentality that has been evidenced
throughout the planning process give the City a strong start for implementa�on.
RECOMMENDATION 1
Compile a list of ac�on items for implementa�on of the strategic plan. Developing ac�on items
will involve City Council, City Administrator, and Department Heads. Mid-level and line staﬀ
should also be included where deemed appropriate to help ensure buy-in of staﬀ expected to
accomplish measurable goals. An ac�on item template is included in the appendix. Each
ac�on item should be measurable, �me bound, and assigned to staﬀ who are held
accountable for its comple�on.
RECOMMENDATION 2
Develop and implement an execu�on plan for each speciﬁc goal. Ideally, one person would be
tasked with overall responsibility for plan execu�on, especially for tracking progress towards
agreed goals.
RECOMMENDATION 3
Commit to evalua�ng and reﬁning the strategic plan on an annual basis. The strategic plan
should be considered a dynamic document which will require adjustments along the way. Plan
evalua�on should not be diﬃcult if ac�on items and desired measurable outcomes are clear.
Annual evalua�on allows City leadership to see what has worked well and what has not
worked well, as well as making any adjustments that may be needed to increase success.
RECOMMENDATION 4
Link strategic planning to the annual budget process. It would be op�mal to complete the
annual evalua�on and update to the plan as part of the budget process so that resources can
be beter aligned with strategic plan goals, objec�ves, and ac�on items.
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STRATEGIC PLANNING TEAM
•

•

Mayor and City Council
o Jason Aarestad, Council Member At-Large
o Jerald Brown, Council Member Ward 4
o Josh Hagen, Council Member Ward 3
o Brian Holmer, Mayor
o Cur�s Howe, Council Member Ward 1
o Steven Narverud, Council Member At-Large
o Rachel Prudhomme, Council Member Ward 5
o Don Sollom, Council Member Ward 2
o Jim Strandlie, past Council Member At-Large
Department Heads
o Joe Amundson, Parks and Recrea�on Director
o Chris�ne Anderson, Director Economic Development
o Mark Borseth, Community Services Director
o Wayne Johnson, Water Systems Superintendent
o Randy Konickson, Streets/Sanita�on Supervisor
o Dale Narlock, Electric Superintendent
o Steve Olson, Liquor Store Manager
o Rodney Oterness, City Administrator
o Angie Philipp, Finance Director
o Rick Beier, Co-Fire Chief
o Marty Semanko, Co-Fire Chief
o Delray Sparby, City Atorney
o Dick Witenberg, Chief of Police
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STRATEGY TEMPLATE
Example ac�on plan for Goal 3: Healthy Work Culture and Training
GOAL 3

Healthy Work Culture and
Training

OBJECTIVE

STRATEGY

Invest in training for Council
members, Department
Heads, and staﬀ

All Council members and
Department Heads atend
one professional
development conference or
workshop by Dec 31, 2017

Improve interdepartmental
lines of communica�on as
well as communica�on
between departments and
City Council
Recruit, retain, and develop
a talented municipal
workforce
Recognize employee
ini�a�ve, crea�vity, and
innova�on

Ac�on Plans
Goal 3, Objec�ve 1, Strategy A: All Council members and Department Heads atend one
professional development conference or workshop by Dec 31, 2017.
Ac�on Item

By Whom

By When

Atend Minnesota League of
Ci�es (LMC) Annual
Conference

City Council members

December 31, 2017

Enroll in and complete LMC
Human Resources Basics for
Managers Series

Department Heads

December 31, 2017

Enroll in and complete LMC
Respec�ul Workplace course

City Council members and
Department Heads

December 31, 2017
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COMMUNITY PROFILE
DEMOGRAPHICS
Total popula�on
Total popula�on
White non-Hispanic
Of Color
American Indian
Asian
Black
Hispanic (any race)
Some other race
Two or more races
Popula�on by age 3
Under 5
5 to 17
18 to 64
65+
Median age 4

8,722 1
8,662 2
7,789
873
133
less than 1%
196
243
suppressed
200
536
1,386
5,256
1,484
38.2

89.9%
10.1%
1.5%
2.3%
2.8%
2.3%
6.2%
16.0%
60.7%
17.1%

AGING
Total civilian, non-ins�tu�onalized popula�on (65+) 5
Individuals with one or more disabili�es (65+)

1,358
470

34.6%

5,183

48.0%

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT
Voter turnout 6

EARLY CHILDHOOD
Low birth weight among single births 7

3.5%

State Demographic Center, 2014
American Community Survey, 2010-2014
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
6 Pennington County. Minnesota Secretary of State, 2014
7 Minnesota Department of Health, 2014
1
2
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Children screened under the age of 5 8

93.9%

ECONOMY
Median household income 9
Popula�on for whom poverty status is determined 10
In poverty 11
Under 5
5 to 17
18 to 64
65+
12
Jobs
Change in jobs from previous year
Establishments
Change in establishments from previous year

$41,115
8,396
851
suppressed
209
485
142
8,836
+448
317
-16

10.1%
15.6%
9.4%
10.5%
+5.3%
-4.8%

EDUCATION
Mee�ng or exceeding standards in 3rd grade reading 13
Mee�ng or exceeding standards in 8th grade math 14
Graduates (on �me) 15

94
84
158

60.6%
51.5%
89.3%

HEALTH
Total civilian, non-ins�tu�onalized popula�on
Individuals without health insurance
Individuals with one or more disabili�es
Adults (20+) who are obese
Adults (20+) diagnosed with diabetes

8,462 16
595
1,201

Pennington County. Minnesota Department of Educa�on, 2014. [2]
American Community Survey, 2010-2014
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
12 Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development, 2014
13 † Pennington County. Minnesota Department of Educa�on, 2015
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
8
9

16

American Community Survey, 2010-2014
Pennington County. Centers for Disease Control, 2012 [5]
18 Ibid
17
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7.0%
14.2%
26.5% 17
8.2% 18

Psychiatric hospital admissions per 1,000 (14+)

11.6 19

HOUSING
Households paying 30% or more of income for monthly housing costs
Cost burdened owners
Cost burdened renters
Homeownership rate
White non-Hispanic
Of Color
Homeownership gap

942
459
483
2,573
2,498

25.0% 20
17.9%
39.8%
67.4% 21
69.5%

Foreign born

221

2.6% 22

Speaks language other than English

363

4.5%

Speaks English less than very well

137

1.7%

suppressed
not available

IMMIGRATION

PUBLIC SAFETY
Serious crime rate per 1,000

37.4 23

TRANSPORTATION
Commute �me 30 minutes or longer

490

11.0% 24

WORKFORCE
Propor�on of adults working, 16-64
Total adult popula�on (25+)
Less than high school
High school or equivalent
Some college or associate's degree
Bachelor's degree or higher

82.4% 25
5,853
597
1,926
2,446
884

Pennington County. Minnesota Hospital Associa�on, 2013 [7]
American Community Survey, 2010-2014
21 Ibid
22 American Community Survey, 2010-2014
23 Minnesota Department of Public Safety, 2014
24 American Community Survey, 2010-2014
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid.
19
20
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10.2%
32.9%
41.8%
15.1%

STAFF INTERVIEW SUMMARY
Strategic planning for the City of Thief River Falls included in-depth interviews with all
Department Heads. Interview ques�ons included: (1) What did the City of Thief River Falls do
well this past year; (2) How can the City turn the successes of the past year into a way of doing
business; (3) What does the City of Thief River Falls need to improve upon; (4) How would you
describe your rela�onship with City Council; (5) How would you describe employee moral; and
(6) What trends are you seeing in serving the public.
This document summarizes the responses and common themes that emerged from the
interview responses. These responses provide an excellent snapshot of the internal workings
of the City.
WHAT THE CITY OF THIEF RIVER FALLS DID WELL
Department Heads were asked “What did the City of Thief River Falls do well?” Major themes included
the hire of a new City Administrator, developing a 5-year financial plan, and feeling that the City is
supporting the community’s growth. They provided several examples:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Hired a good city administrator who works well with City managers and City Council. (4X)
Completed 5-year financial plan will help future planning and budgeting for projects. (3X)
Great spirit of cooperation and collaboration by, and between, departments. (2X)
Started the process of strategic planning. (2X)
Empowered employees, and encouraged them to use their talent and expertise.
Maintained and/or built employee morale.
The City is accomplishing goals and it feels good.
Supported growth by approving several development projects.
Hosted train event at Christmas that helped foster sense of community.

TURNING SUCCESS INTO A WAY OF DOING BUSINESS
When asked how the successes of the past year could be turned into a way of doing business,
the three strongest themes were a focus on planning, strengthening relationships, and working
toward healthier communication. Specific suggestions included:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Continue planning for the future and executing projects that put TRF in a position for
growth. (2X)
Need to pay attention to, and follow, 5-year financial plan that was developed. (2X)
As changes occur, continue to update the 5-year financial plan.
Make long-range planning a priority.
Establish and/or maintain relationships with other entities (MnDOT, and DEED as examples)
that can help TRF reach its goals.
Need to establish a culture of respect at public meetings.

Page 25

•
•
•
•
•

Continue to foster team mentality.
Nurture a culture where employees feel safe participating in a public meeting.
Employees need to know they have the support of the City behind them, even when there
are mistakes.
Be proactive about communication and getting the word out to the community in a positive
way.
Get the right people in the right positions.

WHAT THE CITY NEEDS TO IMPROVE ON
When asked what the City of Thief River Falls needs to improve on, most of the comments from
Department Heads focused on improvement in communication, more productive meetings of the City
Council, finance, and planning.
In terms of communication, the strongest theme that carried through the majority of the responses was
the importance of creating a culture of respect. While this culture of respect applies to all work
environments (including committee work, relating to other staff, and communications with the public),
the greatest need is for improved discussion (and outcomes) at City Council meetings. Department
Heads recognize that there will be differences of opinion and that people will not always agree.
However, a lack of respect has caused a level of dysfunction that has resulted in roadblocks to decision
making and which has often left staff without clear direction.
On the subject of budgeting and resources, one department head recommended that caution be
exercised before taking on “feel good” projects. This corresponds with comments from others about
funds being tight due to a reluctance on the part of elected officials to raise taxes or utility rates.
Planning was the other topic that was a common theme in the responses of Department Heads. The
majority of them expressed a desire to be proactive, goal oriented, and focused on priorities that will
support the City’s growth and long-term success.

RELATIONSHIP WITH COUNCIL
Almost all of the Department Heads reported that their relationship with council was “good” or
“helpful.”
Some of the positive comments included:
“Things have gone well for me and my department.”
“It is so much better now than a few years ago.”
“Working with committee, administration, and council has gone very well as long as they
are kept informed and involved.”
“When I bring them the facts, it builds trust and more success.”
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“They have helped my performance. I’ve made a concerted effort to communicate with
them one-on-one. They want that. They don’t like surprises.”
“They are willing to listen.”
While most Department Heads reported a good relationship with City Council, they also shared
a few constructive criticisms:
“The cycles of government are challenging. About the time you get people to agree on
something, you’ve got new people in the mix.”
“If they have a problem with something, it would be nice if there would be a
conversation one on one before a meeting, rather than being blind-sided at a public
meeting.”
“I get pulled in different directions and there is a lack of continuity from one election
cycle to the next.”
“The council needs to develop more of a team mentality and team culture in regard to
working with staff—not us and them.”
“How much does the council need to approve, what am I authorized to do on my own? If
I don’t get approval for something, I may get in trouble for it later. ‘Why didn’t you tell
us this first?’ It is a hold up and restricts my ability to get things done.”
In terms of what changes would improve success, there was a suggestion that all committees
be represented on Budget and Finance. This year, Public Works is not represented.
EMPLOYEE MORALE
Employee morale appears to be excellent, with nine Department Heads citing it as very good or
good, two stating that morale is fine, and one stating that morale is significantly improved.
There were several suggestions on how to maintain or improve morale:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Ask those under you for input—increase their buy-in and ownership in decisions. (3X)
Communicate and show that you care about them personally. (2X)
Stay flexible and be willing to accommodate change.
Work toward healthy communication and keep things in context.
If there are problems, sit down and resolve them.
Keep an open door and make sure people know they can come to you if they’ve got
something on their mind.
Recognize achievement, discipline when necessary—play nice in the sandbox.
Interaction between mid- and lower-level staff and council would improve morale.
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•
•
•
•

Conduct a market study on wages and make sure people are paid a competitive wage.
Convey a positive attitude, why you are doing what you are doing, and why we have to wait
for different budgetary items.
Help staff to be successful and support them with continuing education.
Improve equipment and do more training.

TRENDS IN SERVING THE PUBLIC
Department Heads spoke about five emerging trends—rapidly evolving technology, doing more for less,
information, infrastructure, and economic development.

TECHNOLOGY
•
•
•
•
•
•

Everybody’s jobs are changing because of technology.
Technology is increasingly important—hiring an IT person should be considered, possibly a
shared position with the county.
Would like to get AMI metering on all accounts.
Electronic testing equipment for AMI—CT’s and other metering infrastructure to address
high voltage complaints.
The Laserfiche check imaging program has increased efficiency greatly—would be good to
implement in all the funds.
A cell phone policy should be adopted to address the many employees using their own
phones for work.

MORE FOR LESS
•
•
•
•
•

Many positions have become dual positions—the city is doing more with less.
Departments are being asked to maintain level of service with fewer employees.
People want more for less.
Expectations of senior level management are increasing and staff are expected to do more
with less.
Younger generation wants it all now.

INFORMATION
•
•
•
•

Social media is really changing things—it can be a powerful tool for both negative and
positive communication.
The public has higher expectations for wanting to know things and they want precise
information, not ballpark estimates.
People want push button information and don’t want to take responsibility for being an
informed citizen.
Work harder to keep the public informed.
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•

Make use of today’s technology tools to do a better job communicating with the public—
social media, web, radio, text messaging.

INFRASTRUCTURE
•
•

Many infrastructure upgrades are needed and the City should continue to increase utility
rates incrementally to accommodate them.
A larger fire hall is needed (and possibly more staff) for the department to maintain a high
level of service due to community growth and extra demands on the fire department.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
•

Implement an Economic Development Authority to accommodate the many business needs
and opportunities.

In summary, the Department Heads employed by the City of Thief River Falls are very
committed to their departments, their jobs, and to serving the public. As a leadership team,
they support one another and work cooperatively across departments to get things done. They
are optimistic about the future of the City and their role in helping to achieve the City’s mission.
Many stated that they are very glad that the City is working on a strategic plan.
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PUBLIC INPUT SUMMARY
Midwest Minnesota Community Development Corpora�on conducted a survey in the summer
of 2016, asking Thief River Falls residents for their opinions on several factors rela�ng to living
in the city. A total of 206 people was surveyed, using a random sampling methodology that
should be predic�ve for the en�re popula�on.
The survey asked ques�ons regarding percep�ons of the community, community change,
community involvement, community safety, ability to make a diﬀerence in the community, and
public services, as well as basic demographic ques�ons.
PUBLIC SERVICES
Respondents were asked to rate police response, fire response, trash collection, and other public service
(street cleaning/snow removal). According to the responses received, an overwhelming majority of the
City’s residents believe that the services provided by the City of Thief River Falls are good or very good.

POLICE RESPONSE
A total of 108 respondents believed police response to be “very good” and an additional 67 believed it
to be “good.” Ten respondents rated police response as “fair” and only two rated police response as
“poor.” (17 respondents returned a “not applicable” response.)

POLICE RESPONSE
3 Not
Applicable

4 Fair 5 Poor
1 Very Good

2 Good
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FIRE RESPONSE
A total of 111 respondents believed fire response to be “very good” and an additional 64 believed it to
be “good.” Three respondents rated fire response as “fair.” (26 respondents returned a “not applicable”
response.)

FIRE RESPONSE
3 Not
Applicable

4 Fair

1 Very Good

2 Good

TRASH COLLECTION
A total of 126 respondents believed trash collection to be “very good” and an additional 62 believed it to
be “good.” Ten respondents rated trash collection as “fair” and five rated trash collection as “poor.” (5
respondents returned a “not applicable” response.)

TRASH COLLECTION
3 Fair

4 Not
Applicable 5 Poor

2 Good

1Very Good
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OTHER PUBLIC SERVICE (STREET CLEANING AND SNOW REMOVAL)
A total of 87 respondents believed other public service to be “very good” and an additional 62 believed
it to be “good.” Thirty-one respondents rated other public service as “fair” and seven rated other public
service as “poor.” (17 respondents returned a “not applicable” response.)

OTHER PUBLIC SERVICE
Snow Removal/Street Cleaning
4 Not
Applicable

5 Poor

3 Fair

1 Very Good

2 Good
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COMMUNITY PERCEPTIONS
Community perceptions collected by the survey further illuminate the quality of life and
feelings of satisfaction experienced by the City’s residents.
Respondent questions and responses:
•
•

•

•

•
•

How satisfied are you living in this community?
65% were very satisfied and 30% were somewhat satisfied.
Compared to three years ago, how would you say your community has changed overall?
49% said the community has stayed about the same and 34% said that the community has
improved some.
How likely are you to recommend this community to someone else as a good place to live?
58% said they definitely would recommend; 35% said they probably would recommend; 5%
said they probably would not recommend; and 2% said they definitely would not
recommend.
How willing are you to become involved in your community by working with others to make
things happen?
46% said they were willing; 24% said they were somewhat willing; 20% said they were very
willing; and 10% said they were not that willing.
How safe do you feel during the day?
89% said they feel very safe and 9% said they feel somewhat safe.
How safe do you feel at night?
50% said they feel very safe; 38% said they feel somewhat safe; and 10% feel they are
somewhat unsafe.

SUMMARY
While there may be a few areas where the City of Thief River Falls could make adjustments to improve
public services and community perceptions, for the most part, residents have positive feelings about the
community, believe it is a good place to live, and believe that the services they receive from the City of
Thief River Falls are good or very good.
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CITIZEN SWOT POLL
STRENGTHS
Strong planning--strategic, ﬁnancial, and comprehensive
Engaged Council members
Improvement in City Council and Mayor
Talented, friendly, and dedicated employees
Openness to change
Financial reserves
Involved community
Prepared for growth
Engaged ci�zenry
New ideas and crea�vity and community spirit back
Proac�ve, not reac�ve
Great sanita�on services/rates/recrea�on opportuni�es
Younger people represen�ng TRF
Allowing the Norskies to come to TRF
Services
Great law enforcement services
Low crime rate
Excellent police force
Safe city
Quality equipment
Public sa�sfac�on with services
Wonderful busing system
Infrastructure
Great infrastructure
World-class recrea�onal facili�es
Campgrounds with great facili�es
Expanded airport
Visual appeal
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Many trees, beau�ful city
Beau�ful parks
Beau�ful trees and parks
Hanging ﬂower baskets
City is well-maintained
Christmas decora�ons are great
Ralph and Huck
Ralph Engelstad Arena
Fishing
Own electric, liquor, and sanita�on
Adjacent to red lake river
Job opportuni�es
Economic strength
Industrial diversity
Digi-key
School district- updated infrastructure
Great school system
Willingness of community to invest in the school
Great community to raise children
Great childcare providers and centers
Public library
Quality of life
Housing developments
Bringing downtown back to life.
Strong support for a ﬁlled, historic looking downtown
WEAKNESSES
Lack of strong leadership in key posi�ons made worse by turnover issues
Lack of vision/overall goals to move towards
No strategic growth plan
No strategic future
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Poor management REA
Lack of vision for new events
Rules and regula�ons
Communica�on challenges
Time management
Vulnerability to emergencies and crises
Employee vacancies and ﬁlling speciﬁc technology posi�ons
Employee morale
Tight budgets
Need to balance budget
Reluctance on the part of the City to make cuts.
Can’t aﬀord hockey arena
Poor purchasing
Higher/growing property taxes
Property taxes ge�ng higher and higher driving people out.
Rising costs
Rising cost of electricity
Over taxed.
High taxes
Excessive spending
Wasteful spending
Lack of local business diversity
Lack of restaurants open Sundays
Lack of new businesses to atract out of town shoppers and retain local shoppers
Fear of new businesses coming in, fear of compe��on
Unwilling to see the community grow in businesses
Empty downtown
Slow to get new businesses in
Stagnant businesses
Stores need to stay open later on Thursday nights for working public
Not enough events or incen�ves for new business owners
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Insuﬃcient community marke�ng or adver�sing
Lack of downtown atmosphere
Not enough businesses or restaurants
Lack of aﬀordable housing for young families
Lack of ac�vi�es for young people
Dilapidated buildings
Cleaning up old cars in yards
No pedestrian facili�es in area of NCTC
Lack of pedestrian facili�es at some of the new housing developments
Limited hours for Sanford
Nega�ve percep�on of City by general public due past/current ac�ons
Failure of city pool
Lack of opportunity
Outdated trash system
No recycling program
Need trash bins to protect from dogs, cats, and raccoons
Too many dogs allowed oﬀ leash
Horrible creepy troll statues are not welcoming
Not enough ligh�ng in the Visitor & Employee parking lots of the Thief River Care Center.
Plow snow on streets on weekends if needed
Poor snow plowing, alleys are not plowed
Demolish old buildings and rebuild
No youth center
Street maintenance and snow removal
OPPORTUNITIES
Update risk/emergency management plans
Maintain strong rela�onship with ISD 564, NCTC & Pennington County
Improve communica�ons between ci�zens & local units of government
Clean up—move junkyard out of town
Con�nued, and enhanced, legisla�ve building and partnerships
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Provide services for/to new development
Invest in pool, splash park, community center
Foster improved communica�on and professionalism
Maintain and upgrade recrea�onal assets
Outdoor swimming pool
Fewer, but more ac�ve, parks
Leverage asset of Red Lake River with more ac�vi�es or services that can be accessed by boat
Walking/biking path
Upgrade aging infrastructure
Need Sherwood bridge
Growing the community will lead to more opportunity
Sanford Wellness Center
Encourage startup of new businesses, stores, and restaurants
Provide incen�ves to business to open in TRF, especially if willing to ﬁx up downtown
Invest in current members/businesses
Take advantage of strong business climate
Embrace growth opportuni�es provided by major employers
Diversify manufacturing base
Leverage technology talent in the community
More women in leadership posi�ons
Recruit more outside workforce as well as retaining current workforce
Strengthen reputa�on as premier northwest Minnesota des�na�on
Develop tourist atrac�ons
Put money for outdoor pool
More walking paths and bike trails
Take advantage of Norwegian roots
More events at Ralph Engelstad Arena to help with costs
Space to improve, update, and get more walking paths, parks, and splash park
Quality of life investments will atract people and talent to the community
Beter signage for community, visitors, and tourist, example--tree city
Reduce taxes by allowing less apartments and allow more permanent homes
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Reduce unnecessary waste (staﬃng, materials, and buildings)
Use ﬁnancial and strategic plan
Reduce police staﬀ
Work with Various community groups to improve look of city and percep�on of city by public
Develop vision for future with input from community groups, members, and public at large
Cost of new technologies is declining
Automated garbage pickup like Less' Sanita�on to reduce cost
Add digital speed limit signs
Cost of new technologies is declining
Business owners are interested in improving aging downtown
Upgrade or redevelop dilapidated buildings
Allow and promote business growth
Create a theme for downtown/city and move forward
Downtown expansion
Create business compe��on to atract more businesses
Distance from other shopping centers
Another grocery store
Recruit retail such as Menards Applebees Perkins and more manufacturing
Recruit chain restaurant such as Perkins, Red Lobster or Applebees
Make small businesses thrive, bring community together
Redevelop downtown while maintaining historical value of buildings
Educate on various small business loans for entrepreneurs--hold mee�ngs for interested people
Incen�ves for business owners to start up downtown
Speciﬁc bus route for downtown with regular drop oﬀ/pick up �mes to encourage downtown
ac�vity
Build quality one level homes
More 3 bedroom 2 bath homes ranch/rambler style under $150,000
Rehabilita�on of exis�ng housing stock
Program to help homeowners ﬁx up their own homes
Educate home owners on how to bring their homes up to code
Educate pet owners on how to control their animals
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More aﬀordable single family housing
Con�nue to back housing for employees
New housing other than more apartments
Riverwalk development
THREATS
Loss of local government aid and federal grant opportuni�es
Challenging regulatory environment & government mandates
Major employer vola�lity
Economic downturn, i.e., digi-key or arc�c tanking
Losing medium- to high-earning engineers to st. Cloud or msp
Sunday liquor changes and compe��on
Increasing cost of delivering electricity
Traﬃc-related issues with railroad
Road and traﬃc issues not related to the railroad
Traﬃc problems around the college, frustra�on with train
Increasing societal use of drugs
Natural and manmade disasters
Loss of funding for airport
Aging downtown
Balancing housing stock and needs
Decline in ag prices
High concentra�on of workforce dependent on primarily two employers
Aging popula�on
Aging popula�on
Lack of diversity in local government
Percep�on that the city wishes to keep the popula�on small because of municipal liquor store
revenue
Taxes higher than neighboring coun�es
Taxes that are in the top 10% in Minnesota
Lack of entry- and mid-level housing
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Limited recruitment of new entertainment, business, and ac�vi�es that put us behind other
area towns
Corporate, larger store taking business away from downtown
Not making loans accessible for startup businesses
Complacency which could allow other ci�es to achieve regional center status instead of TRF
Uncertainty of Digikey's future control/ownership
Loss of college due to lack of leadership--president lives in EGF
High taxes
Trains
No next big idea like Digi-key, REA, Arc�c Cat
No new big welcome plan
Other towns have new business perks and incen�ves
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