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Executive Summary 
This strategic plan is intended to guide the work of Great River Rescue from 2015 through 2017.  It is a 
living document and should be periodically reviewed and revised.  Continued commitment to action based 
on the strategies and strategic actions will be necessary to achieve the outlined goals.  Use of this plan will 
help ensure a positive and fruitful impact of Great River Rescue on the community.  It will ensure that the 
organization is serving the best interest of the animals.   

Strategic Goals 
Great River Rescue has identified six goals to work toward in the years 2015 – 2017.  The goals are the 
plausible result if members of the organization work on the strategies outlined in the plan.  They represent 
the desires of members of the organization and are fundamentally tied to the mission and vision of the 
organization.  In other words, achievement of these goals will help the organization do an even better job of 
serving the best interest of the animals it strives to protect.   

The six strategic goals are as follows and are listed in no particular order: 

• Help the Most Animals 

• Highest Quality Care for the Animals 

• Positive Financial Health 

• Clarity of Purpose 

• Positive Image in the Community 

• Be a Community Resource 

Strategies and Strategic Actions 
Great River Rescue has devised nine strategies to help resolve specific strategic issues facing the 
organization.  Strategic issues are the challenges facing the organization which affect its ability to achieve its 
mission.  The strategic issues were identified and strategies created after first considering stakeholders and 
their influence, and the internal and external environments affecting the organization (SWOC Analysis and 
Stakeholder Analysis can be found in Appendices C and D respectively).     

Great River Rescue’s nine strategies are as follows: 

• Change the Name of the Organization 

• Develop Strategic Partnerships 

• Increase Marketing and Outreach Activities 

• Recruit and Retain Qualified Staff 
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• Increase Revenue 

• Advocate for Animals 

• Improve the Facility and Grounds 

• Explore New Programs 

• Improve the Efficiency of the Organization 

Each strategy requires corresponding actions to effectively administer.  Great River Rescue staff and 
volunteers will be responsible for carrying out actions devised for each strategy.  An action plan outlining 
responsible parties, timeframes, and resources needed is necessary to create an environment of 
accountability.   

The Board of Directors, staff, and other volunteers of Great River Rescue are committed to serving the best 
interest of companion animals.  This plan is an outgrowth of that commitment and shows tangibly how this 
organization can do what it is meant to do.  The plan will guide the actions of the staff and volunteers of the 
organization and is intended to help the organization have a greater impact in the community than ever 
before.  Continued involvement from individuals who care about the work of the organization will be 
necessary to achieve the goals outlined herein.  Reassessment and revision will be needed in time as 
environments and resource availability changes.  Although many environmental factors which influence the 
organization are out of its control, the Board, staff, and volunteers are devoted to making this plan play a 
key role in its continued success.   
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History 
Great River Rescue was established in 1977 by a group of concerned citizens who felt a need for an 
organization that would provide shelter to homeless animals.  Great River Rescue is considered a “no-kill” 
shelter.  The “no-kill” policy ensures that animals are not euthanized just to make room for other animals.   

Since its inception, Great River Rescue has helped over 
10,000 animals with a second chance at life.  Every year, 
quality care is provided for hundreds of abandoned, 
unwanted, and stray animals.   

 

Mission 
Great River Rescue is committed to serving the best interest 
of the animals we strive to protect. 

 

Vision 
Great River Rescue is dedicated to operating an animal shelter for the purpose of finding a quality forever 
home for each animal we serve, encouraging a community of responsible companion animal guardians, 
eliminating the community's need to euthanize dogs and cats as a means of population control, and 
promoting a society where companion animals become more valued. 

  

In 2014, a total of 350 
animals were saved by Great 
River Rescue: 127 dogs and 
223 cats. 
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Introduction 
In the Winter and Spring of 2013, Great River Rescue developed a three-year strategic plan.  The previous 
two years had been tumultuous and included a decline in public image, the build-up of nearly $60,000 of 
debt, a 9-month tenure of one Executive Director, and the hiring of a new Executive Director in June of 
2012.  A strategic plan was necessary to guide the work of the organization and produce a positive 
turnaround. 

Fortunately, with proper adherence to the strategies and strategic actions outlined in the strategic plan, the 
Board, staff, and volunteers of Great River Rescue were able to produce positive results.  During the two 
years since the creation of the strategic plan the organization’s public image improved, adoptions increased, 
revenues rose, and expenses became manageable.  Due to the rapid changes and the new position of the 
organization, it was decided that the current strategic plan was becoming outdated, and a new plan was 
necessary.   

Work toward the creation of a new strategic plan began in December of 2014.  Staff, volunteers, 
community members, and board members all contributed to the process through surveys, document 
sharing, personal conversations, planning sessions, and public meetings.  The following strategic plan is the 
result of a collaborative effort.  It exemplifies the hard work of many staff and volunteers of Great River 
Rescue who care about companion animals and the success of the organization.   

This strategic plan is intended to guide the work of Great River Rescue from 2015 through 2017.  It is a 
living document and should be periodically reviewed and revised.  Continued commitment to action based 
on the strategies and strategic actions will be necessary to achieve the outlined goals.  Use of this plan will 
help ensure a positive and fruitful impact of Great River Rescue on the community.  It will ensure that the 
organization is serving the best interest of the animals.   
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Strategic Goals 
Great River Rescue has identified six goals to work toward in the years 2015 – 2017.  The goals are the 
plausible outcome if members of the organization work on the strategies outlined in the plan.  They 
represent the desires of members of the organization and are fundamentally tied to the mission and vision of 
the organization.  In other words, achievement of these goals will help the organization do an even better 
job of serving the best interest of the animals it strives to protect.   

The six strategic goals are as follows and are listed in no particular order: 

• Help the Most Animals 

• Highest Quality Care for the Animals 

• Positive Financial Health 

• Clarity of Purpose 

• Positive Image in the Community 

• Be a Community Resource 
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Strategic Goal: Help the Most Animals 
It is the goal of Great River Rescue to help the most number of animals possible both within and outside of 
the organization.  The organization has limited resources and therefore efficient use and wise planning is 
necessary to accomplish this goal.  Not only does Great River Rescue desire to help animals by caring for 
them at the shelter and finding homes with responsible pets owners, but also through educational outreach 
and advocacy.  In this manner, both animals coming to the shelter and those in the community can be 
helped.    
 

Strategic Goal: Highest Quality Care for the Animals 
It is the goal of Great River Rescue to provide the highest quality care possible for the animals both in its 
care and in the community.  Special attention needs to be paid to the operational procedures of the shelter 
and follow-through on those procedures to accomplish this goal.  Oversight by volunteer committees and 
partnerships with veterinarian offices will help provided needed accountability.  Additionally, increased 
educational outreach and advocacy will foster a culture in which quality care for animals is a priority. 

 
Strategic Goal: Positive Financial Health 
It is the goal of Great River Rescue to achieve and maintain positive financial health.  Both stability in the 
short term, and cash reserves for the long term are desired.  Increasing shelter expenses and a lack of 
reliable funding sources have challenged the organization’s ability to provide desired services.  Continued 
work on diversifying funding sources and evening out cash-flow are key to accomplishing this goal.  
Maintaining and improving a positive image in the community is also important since the organization is 
heavily funded by community donations.   
 
Strategic Goal: Clarity of Purpose 
It is the goal of Great River Rescue to establish a clear purpose and for all stakeholders of the organization 
to be aware of that purpose.  Myths about the activity of the organization have existed in the community for 
many years and have led to frustration for those seeking service.  Additionally, a lack of agreement on the 
purpose of the organization has led to disunity and discord among volunteers and staff.  A clearly defined 
purpose that is well-communicated will create clarity of roles and responsibilities and lead to a productive 
environment for better animal welfare.   

 
Strategic Goal: Positive Image in the Community 
It is the goal of Great River Rescue to maintain and improve on its positive image in the community.  As a 
community organization that depends on financial support from donors, a positive image is vital to 
garnering resources necessary.  Years of neglect and improper management had created a poor image of the 
organization in the eyes of the community as recently as a few years ago.  Better management and increased 
outreach has helped turn-around the organization’s image.  Further work is needed to continue the 
improvement and be even more successful overall.  
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Strategic Goal: Be a Community Resource 
It is the goal of Great River Rescue to be a responsible resource to the local Bemidji area and surrounding 
communities of Northern Minnesota.  Community members regularly turn to the organization when 
seeking help with animal welfare related issues.  The organization desires to provide quality assistance and 
utilization of organizational and community resources.  Developing strong partnerships with governmental 
and community organizations will be key to accomplishing this goal.   
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Performance Measures 
Great River Rescue is determined to make progress toward the achievement of the strategic goals outlined 
above.  Therefore, it is necessary to measure various activities which may indicate progress, or the lack of 
progress.  In each goal category several performance measures have been devised.  The effective use of the 
measures will depend on the information being available, credible, and reviewed consistently by key staff 
and volunteers.   

This report only shows an outline of the performance measures devised.  A separate performance measure 
document describing each measure in detail and data specific to each measure is necessary.  Regular 
monitoring of the information created by the performance measure document will help indicate progress in 
each goal area. 

Performance Measures: Help the Most Animals 

• At least 10% of animals coming from areas without animal control 

• Positive evaluations of presentations 

• 60 day average length of stay for our animals or less 

• % of animals turned away reducing over time 

• # of TNR animals increasing over time 

• Staff consistently making referrals to township/county committees 

Performance Measures: Highest Quality Care for the Animals 

• Shelter meets Shelter Standards of Animal Care 

• Positive overall animal health based on statistics 

• Fewer than 2 problem calls on adoptions per month 

• Positive opinion of vet from program of vet care 

• At least 3 vet or vet tech visits per year 

Performance Measures: Positive Financial Health 

• 4 funding sources with at least 10%, no source with more than 50% 

• Maintain adequate operating reserve ($40,000) 

• 90% of budget targets within 5% of goal 

• # of total donors increasing by 3% per year 

• Average gift size increasing by 3% per year 

Performance Measures: Clarity of Purpose 

• 75% of potential adopters understand our purpose 
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• Monthly Board Meetings, Each committee meets at least every other month 

• Committee members satisfied with progress 

• 75% of volunteers understand their purpose and feel satisfied 

Performance Measures: Positive Image in the Community  

• 90% positive response on post-adoption calls 

• 10 media hits per month 

• 90% of potential adopters agree Great River Rescue has a positive image 

• Secret shopper give overall positive report of customer service 

Performance Measures: Be a Community Resource 

• Referrals made consistently by staff 

• At least 12 dogs through Mod Squad program each year 

• 75% of Mod Squad adopters follow through on training 

• 75% of the community feel Great River Rescue is a positive community resource 

• At least 36 presentations per year 

• Students that are given presentations are able to demonstrate their knowledge 
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Strategies and Strategic Actions 
Great River Rescue has devised nine strategies to help resolve specific strategic issues facing the 
organization.  Strategic issues are fundamental policy questions or critical challenges affecting the 
organization’s mandates, mission and values, product or service level mix, clients, users or payers, costs, 
financing, organization, or management.1  Essentially, they are challenges facing the organization which 
affect its ability to achieve its mission.  The strategic issues were identified and strategies created after first 
considering stakeholders and their influence, and the internal and external environments affecting the 
organization (SWOC Analysis and Stakeholder Analysis can be found in Appendices C and D respectively).  
Each strategy is followed by strategic actions.  The actions are intended to show how the organization will 
conduct each strategy.   

Great River Rescue’s nine strategies are as follows: 

• Change the Name of the Organization 

• Develop Strategic Partnerships 

• Increase Marketing and Outreach Activities 

• Recruit and Retain Qualified Staff 

• Increase Revenue 

• Advocate for Animals 

• Improve the Facility and Grounds 

• Explore New Programs 

• Improve the Efficiency of the Organization 

Great River Rescue recognizes that many of its strategies are interdependent.  Acting on one strategy may 
influence another strategy, or even several other strategies.  During the planning process an Influences Map, 
which can be seen in Appendix B, was created to illustrate the connectedness of the strategies.   

The following is a list of the strategies with their corresponding strategic actions.  For effective work, an 
additional action plan outlining responsible parties, timeframes, and resources needed is necessary.  
Additionally, leaders in each category and commitment the organization’s Board, staff, and volunteers is 
needed to ensure the desired work is actually happening. 

  

                                                           
1 Bryson, John M. Strategic Planning for Public and Nonprofit Organizations 4th Ed. (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2011). P. 55 
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Strategy: Change the Name of the Organization 
Great River Rescue will change its name by conducting the following sets of actions: 

• Create a committee and conduct meetings     
o Research legal requirements    
o Develop a plan for implementation    

• Involve the community in the naming process     
o Partner with BSU marketing department    

• Promote mission of the organization with announcement of name     
o Hold re-launch event/party   
  

Strategy: Develop Strategic Partnerships 
Great River Rescue will develop strategic partnerships by conducting the following sets of actions: 

• Create partnership action plan (include purpose & benefits of partnership)     
o Partner with library and other nonprofits    

 Attend nonprofit directors meetings   
 Invite other nonprofits to fundraising events   

o Negotiate with County on waste fee, etc.    
o Improve relationship with city pound    

 Share dog & cat food with them   
 Invite them to fundraising events   
 Keep communicating with Public Affairs Committee   

o Partner with local tribes    
 

• Be part of the County's Emergency Response Plan     
o Work with County Emergency Management Director    
o Research best practices    
o Create emergency preparedness kits    

 

• Improve Program of Veterinary Care     
o Create menu of benefits for vets and clarify our needs    
o Do economic study/survey of past adopters and vet use    
o Meet with local vets to discuss program    
o Partner with local animal behaviorists   
  

Strategy: Increase Marketing and Outreach Activities 
Great River Rescue will increase marketing and outreach activities by conducting the following sets of 
actions: 
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• Create a marketing plan     
o Review our marketing budget    
o Promote our foster program    
o Promote the shelter through all media outlets    

 

• Recruit a volunteer specializing in marketing     
o Place "want ad" on website and GiveGab    
o Work with the BSU marketing program    

 

• Train Board & volunteers in elevator speech     
 

• Host an open house or other large educational event     
o Conduct online survey of top subjects    
o Search internet for top subjects    
o Invite our partners to the event    

 

• Support the Community Education Committee     
o Ask the committee how we can help    
o Coordinate communication between groups    

 

• Educate the community about who we are     
o Develop & distribute FAQs about who we are    
o Conduct educational activities in the community    

 Create presentation templates/packets   
 Contact community groups about presentation/tour opportunities   

o Post Mission, Vision, and Values at the shelter    
 Define values & elevator speech   

o Get added to industrial park sign    
o Place signs near pet supplies at stores  

   

Strategy: Recruit and Retain Qualified Staff 
Great River Rescue will recruit and retain qualified staff by conducting the following sets of actions: 

• Increase Pay & Benefits for Employees      
o Review benefit package options     
o Increase wages     
o Research and consider human resource practices     

 

• Conduct Training Workshops for Staff      
o Seek grant funding for trainings     
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o After hours meetings with training topics     
o Survey staff as to what they might like to learn     

 

• Recruit Vet Tech on Staff or as Volunteer      
o Contact Vet Tech programs directly     
o Craigslist ad or "Want Ad" on Website & GiveGab     

 

• Provide internship program      
o Promote program at BSU     
o Hold exit surveys with interns     

 

• Improve Volunteer Recruitment      
o Develop recruitment action plan     
o Recruit a volunteer coordinator     
o Recruit new committee members     

 Ask committee members to invite 1 or 2 friends    
o Recruit board members with business ties     

 Visit worksites to communicate our need  
   

Strategy: Increase Revenue 
Great River Rescue will increase revenue by conducting the following sets of actions: 

• Improve Fundraiser Events    
o Devise new fundraisers    
o Refine & distribute fundraising schedule   
o Increase average gift size   

 Define gift amounts on envelope of newsletter  
 Give small gifts with logo to regular donors  

o Increase total number of givers   
 Consider mass mailings  

 

• Increase Corporate Giving    
o Identify and contact corporate targets   

 Create specific asks   
o Establish grant committee    

 Periodically research grant opportunities  
 

• Increase Earned Revenue    
o Evaluate success of current practices   
o Research and review potential business opportunities   
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Strategy: Advocate for Animals 
Great River Rescue will advocate for animals by conducting the following sets of actions: 

• Post more education resources    
o Signage at shelter   
o More visible spot on the website   
o Get on a "Healthy Living" sign downtown   
o Develop PSAs for TV & Radio   

 

• Create social media plan for animal advocacy    
o Promote other educational resources   

 

• Have presence at public works meetings  
 

• Attend Township meetings to encourage use of animal control 
 

• Help update city ordinances    
o Communicate with city council   
o Seek legal advice from our friends   

 

• Develop safety net for lost/found pets    
o Create lost/found information brochure  

  

Strategy: Improve the Facility and Grounds 
Great River Rescue will improve the facility and grounds by conducting the following sets of actions: 

• Maintain annual facilities management plan    
o Create list of facility deficiencies   
o Create maintenance want list for the public   

 

• Improve trails & outdoor recreation space    
o Develop Picnic Area   
o Develop Bonfire Area   

 

• Evaluate cost/benefit of facility changes    
o Enlarge space   
o Install solar panels   
o Indoor/Outdoor access dog kennels   
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Strategy: Improve the Efficiency of the Organization 
Great River Rescue will improve the efficiency of the organization by conducting the following sets of 
actions: 

• Create relevant performance measures   
o Track & report relevant statistics  

 Load statistics onto website quarterly 
 

• Revise employee handbook & procedures manual   
o Review other nonprofit handbooks  
o Conduct Executive Committee meetings  

 

• Improve Staff & Volunteer Communications   
o Maintain regular staff meetings  
o Ask employees for agenda items  
o Provide staff with leadership opportunities  
o Create and encourage use of Google Drive or other online platform  
o Improve Board Member Communication with better communication tool  

 

• Revise intake & adoption procedures   
 

• Create animal transfer policy   
 

• Obtain feedback from staff, adopters, etc.   
o Post-adoption phone calls  
o Send out annual survey  

 

Strategy: Explore New Programs 
Great River Rescue will explore new programs by conducting the following sets of actions: 

• Start kids summer camp program    
o Seek partnerships   
o Recruit helpers   
o Assess need/interest   
o Research successful practices   

 

• Conduct Trap/Neuter/Release program with the city & Pet Fixers    
o Seek partnerships   
o Recruit helpers   
o Assess need/interest   
o Research successful practices   
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• Start new Cat Room Webcam    
o Promote the cam through Facebook, newsletter, email   
o Use Webcam forum to communicate our needs   

 

Conclusion  
The Board of Directors, staff, and other volunteers of Great River Rescue are committed to serving the best 
interest of companion animals.  This plan is an outgrowth of that commitment and shows tangibly how this 
organization can do what it is meant to do.  The plan will guide the actions of the staff and volunteers of the 
organization and is intended to help the organization have a greater impact in the community than ever 
before.  Continued involvement from individuals who care about the work of the organization will be 
necessary to achieve the goals outlined herein.  Reassessment and revision will be needed in time as 
environments and resource availability changes.  Although many environmental factors which influence the 
organization are out of its control, the Board, staff, and volunteers are committed to making this plan play a 
key role its continued success.     



 

Appendix A:  Strategy Map 
The strategy map is a visual representation of Great River Rescue’s overall strategic plan.  The map 
illustrates how strategic actions, strategies, and goals are all linked to the mission of the organization.  
Although each category can influence any other, the map generally shows that strategic actions help 
accomplish strategies which in turn result in accomplishing strategic goals.  Ultimately, accomplishing these 
goals help work toward achieving the mission. 

 

To view the strategy map, see the next page.   
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Appendix B:  Strategic Influences Map 
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Appendix C: Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, 
and Challenges Analysis 
Strengths 
 
By-Laws/Policies 

• Adequate by-laws/policies that are reviewed regularly 
 
Cleanliness 

• Consistently praised for cleanliness  
 
Better Financial Management 

• Improved Financial Situation 
• Manageable Expenses 
• Funding plan being utilized 

 
Dedicated Individuals 

• Good leadership from Director 
• Reasoned and informed Board 
• “Fairly” rounded knowledge 
• Engaged and committed Board and Staff 

 
Quality Animal Care 

• Dog enrichment program 
• Cat colony rooms 
• Great outdoor spaces for dogs 

 
Volunteering 

• Increasing opportunities for volunteer service 
 
Outreach 

• Strong presence on Facebook/Twitter 
• New outreach committee 

 

  



 

Weaknesses 
 
Lack of Financial Resources 

• Low cash flow in summer and fall 
 
Unclear Roles & Responsibilities 

• Poor staff communication at times 
• Lack of clarification of needs with Vets 

 
Lack of Human Resources 

• Small Committees 
• No Board members from business, government, financial, legal background 
• Not enough people to do all the work (burnout) 
• Attract unqualified staff 
• Employee handbook is outdated 
• Underqualified staff and volunteers 
• Staff inexperienced in animal care 
• Uninvolved membership 

 
Unstructured Volunteer Program 

• Unengaged volunteers 
• Poor volunteer retention 
• Not effective use of volunteers 
• No vet/vet tech willing to work with shelter 
• Little time for Executive Director to manage program 

 
Outreach/Education 

• Poor communication to community of our purpose, needs, etc. 
 

  



 

Opportunities 
 
Board Expansion/Diversification 

• Diversify Board 
• New Board member and increase our knowledge 

 
Volunteer Engagement 

• Increase/Improve volunteer use/Have specific volunteer positions 
• Increase volunteer base 
• Better volunteer retention 
• Increase numbers on committees 
• Volunteer recognition 
• Mod Squad expansion/improvement 

 
Physical Improvements 

• Expand facility 
• Improve quarantine area 
• Solar panels 
• Improve walking trails and other outdoor areas 

 
Outreach 

• Improve community perception 
• Build stronger partnerships with city/townships/county 
• Donor contact and communication 
• Build stronger partnerships with schools/nursing homes/other shelters 
• Kitty Cam 
• Large annual event – focus on what the shelter does 
• Name change 

 
Increasing Funding 

• Increase exposure 
• Better grant writing 
• Better donor awareness- making donors aware of our needs 
• Increase individual donors 
• Increase business donors 
• Shelter store 
• Other sustainable sources – legacy giving 
• Large annual event – focus on what the shelter does 

 
Staff 

• Better customer service 

• More education and training for staff 

• More get-togethers (board, staff, volunteer unity) 

 



 

Challenges 
 
Lack of Funding 

• Increasing costs we cannot pay 
• Lack of funding needed to cover costs 
• Funding loss to other animal groups 
• Change in direction of grants 
• Competition for funding 
• Too low of pay rates to retain qualified staff 

 
Local Competition 

• Lose volunteers to other local organizations 
• Volume of entities asking for donations 
• Not a very visible location 

 
Natural Disasters 

• Power outages, flood, wind, etc. 
 
Change in Legal Environment 

• Rules/Laws we cannot comply with (new shelter legislation on horizon) 
 
Mending Fences 

• We haven’t been able to fix relationships with local vets 
• Relationship with city not moving forward adequately (police chief) 

 
Loss of Positive Image 

• Public misconceptions 
• At times, more animals than we have space/time for 
• Public not informed of how to support us or what we need 
• People upset with our policies/decisions 
• Unattractive store front 

 
Animals 

• Animals are not being altered in a timely fashion 
• Animals are adopted faster than we can bring them in 
• More animals being shipped to other locations 

  



 

Appendix D:  Stakeholder Analysis 
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