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Neil Sheridan, MTA Executive Directordaily democracy

Confidence during crisis

This spring brings the greatest public challenge township 
leaders have faced in decades. As the elected officials, 
employees and volunteers of your community, you 

hold the trust and responsibility to help your neighbors get 
through to the recovery.

I chose the theme of “confidence” for this column in 
March, and have been deeply impressed by the leadership 
and creativity you have delivered since then. This is truly 
a transitional period of historic importance, and we are 
learning together how to adapt, respond and pivot to new 
ways of working and serving our residents. While our 
Annual Conference may have been cancelled this year, MTA 
President Jeff Sorensen’s theme of townships as “neighbors 
serving neighbors” is now truer than ever before. Be 
confident in your ability to lead them through the immediate 
difficulties and in making the coming choices.

To help you, our Association has rapidly implemented 
numerous changes to ensure our mission continues 
unaffected and our availability to you unimpacted. Both 
our governance and operations have been adapted. We will 
hold the Association’s Annual Meeting this September; our 
current officers and policy platform will continue for the four 
months until then. 

Operationally, your Association staff seamlessly pivoted 
our advocacy, information and education work to identify, 
research and communicate what you and our Michigan state 
leaders needed to know about operating townships during 
and following the crisis. When I joined MTA last year, I 
learned that the office had rarely ever closed for blizzards. 
Consequently, I asked an ad hoc staff team how we could 
adapt our procedures to maintain operational continuity 
while working remotely and what technology we should 
use. We made those changes last fall. On March 13, MTA’s 
headquarters moved into our staff’s kitchens, dens, guest 
bedrooms and living rooms. Having spoken to many of you, 
we know that’s where some of your township offices have 
relocated as well. 

While it’s been unusual to work from home, our teams 
have been intensely engaged in meeting the challenges and 
changes our townships and Association face. Government 
Relations Director Judy Allen is in daily communication 
with the governor’s team, legislative leaders, state 
departments and township officials, and Tom Frazier 
and Michelle Hart work to help keep you informed. The 
governor’s office has acknowledged their work in helping 
to inform some of the township-related executive orders’ 
content and intent. I’ve been working with other state 
township associations through our federal lobbying group, 
the National Association of Towns and Townships, to gain 
insights and access regarding new federal programs and other 
changes addressing the crisis.

Frequent and comprehensive communications with you 
are an ongoing priority. In addition to Township Insights, 
our regular weekly legislative and news update, you have 
been receiving our detailed “COVID-19 Messages” series 
by email. I’d like to thank MTA Communications Director 
Jenn Fiedler for her extraordinary efforts in gathering, 
editing and rapidly publishing this information for you, 
often working late into the night. Key information from the 
COVID newsletter and other sources are added daily to our 
extensive “Coronavirus Resources for Townships” webpage. 
Aimee West has been keeping our social media up to date, 
and producing our new COVID update videos and podcasts. 
Since some members have no internet service, they now 
receive a print version of these newsletters at their township 
hall fax machine. Let us know if you too want fax delivery, 
which can be to your home if helpful.

A new addition to our programming is “MTA Q&A,” 
which features our Member Information Services (MIS) and 
Government Relations staff, and other experts answering 
your questions in a live webcast. It is then available as a 
recording, as well as an audio-only version for those who 
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have trouble streaming. Over 4,000 views of our first episodes 
with Catherine Mullhaupt, Michael Selden and Cindy 
Dodge have proven the demand for this source of up-to-date 
information when making your own township operating 
changes. You can find the link to these episodes on our 
coronavirus webpage.

Having to cancel our 2020 Annual Conference and Expo 
was a deep disappointment. Education Director Shelley 
Cardenas, Event Manager Kristin Kratky, Partnership 
Development Manager Ashley Maher, Records Assistant 
Rebecca Popoff, Finance Assistant Angie Merryfield and 
others have worked hard to make strong alternatives possible. 

A new benefit free until June 30 is that all townships 
will have unlimited access to “MTA Online | Essentials” 
because we could not hold our regular Conference and 
other educational events this spring and summer. All MTA 
online workshops are now available in your choice of three 
unlimited access subscription levels: Essentials (the courses 
all officials should take), Plus (Intro to Planning and Zoning, 
Cemetery Management and many others), and Premium 
(all MTA webcasts, including the Township Governance 
Academy advanced courses). Your dues statement will 
include the option to renew these subscriptions for the full 
2020-21 year at a very favorable rate based on your township 
dues and on which level you choose. A subscription allows all 
township officials, employees and volunteers unlimited access 
to those courses included at the selected level. 

MTA has launched the “Townships 2021: What Comes 
Next” initiative to identify what your township and the 
Association must know and do. Some of the topics we are 
looking at are:

• What is likely to happen this year—both as a result of 
the coronavirus and unrelated challenges such as the 
high water crisis or our adversaries lobbying against our 
communities’ best interests 

• What the fiscal impacts on our townships will be and 
how we need to act now in preparation 

• What conditions will exist after self-isolation is lifted—
and what subsequent rounds of quarantines might cause 

• How the executive orders changed perceptions and 
performance of township operations and the resulting 
implications 

• What we can do to help power the economic recovery 
in our communities and across Michigan

• How the Association can further fine-tune our 
operations considering what we will have learned in 
these months 

We are using the results of our surveys, questions you’ve 
asked of our MIS team, our personal discussions, our staff’s 

experience, Community Connection forum posts, outside 
experts and other inputs. What we learn from this research 
will be shared with you in our communications, courses and 
publications, and will also guide our governmental relations 
and operations strategy. 

One evening in early April, I took the photo in this 
column’s header while sitting on our front porch with my 
wife and daughter. The rainbow bridging one tree to the 
other symbolizes for me the path from this troubled present 
to our future “normal” life. Leading and serving your 
community toward that future will likely be the defining 
challenge of your township career. MTA stands with you 
confident of your success. Let us know how we can help. 

I wish you, your families, colleagues and community safe 
passage from this present into what comes next. 

“ They’re always available to provide 
advice on most planning or zoning 
issues and their advice is based on 
35 years of experience in numerous 
communities throughout Michigan.”

  R. Brent Savidant, planning director, City of Troy

63  
Michigan communities have a  

22-person planning department.  
You can, too.

Carlisle | Wortman
A S S O C I AT E S,  I N C.

C W A P L A N . C O M       7 3 4 . 6 6 2 . 2 2 0 0

daily democracy
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As the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) came to 
Michigan—eventually becoming a hotspot in the nation, 
with nearly 42,000 cases and more than 3,700 deaths, 
as of Township Focus press time—townships joined all 
Michiganders, and all levels of government, to adjust their 
responsibilities and duties to the “new normal.” New guidance 
and state mandates—many in the form of executive orders 
(EO) signed by Gov. Gretchen Whitmer—have come near 
daily, forcing townships to recalibrate and rethink their 
operations, communications and activities—while continuing 
to serve their residents and communities.

And, township officials—like so many others around 
the state—have heeded the call to lead and protect during a 
wholly unprecedented time. 

Taking care of business
Within days of March 10, when the first two “presumed 
positive” cases in Michigan were confirmed, schools closed, 
places of “public assemblage”—including township libraries, 
museums and recreation centers—were closed, and mass 
gatherings were limited, first to groups of 250 or more, then 50, 
and eventually, to recommendations of no more than 10 people. 

Township officials questioned how they could continue to 
hold public meetings with these restrictions in place—which 
came at a time of March boards of review, township budget 
public hearings and annual meetings of the electors. A new 
executive order provided some guidance—as well as many 
questions for townships around the state.

In EO 2020-15 (and later extended by EO 2020-48), 
Gov. Whitmer temporarily changed the Open Meetings Act 
(OMA) to allow public bodies to conduct their meetings 
electronically, as long as public participation can still be 
accomplished. The order, which currently lasts until  
11:59 p.m. on May 12, 2020, and will likely be further 
extended, allows township boards to meet via conference 
call or video conference to conduct business during the 
coronavirus crisis. Certain procedures must be followed to 
ensure meaningful access and participation by both members 
of the board as well as the public, and additional notice 
requirements apply. (Sample electronic meeting notices are 
available at www.michigantownships.org/coronavirus.asp.)

In just a matter of a few weeks, nearly all counties in the 
state have reported at least one positive case (as of press time, 
five Upper Peninsula counties remain among those with 

Leading through 
crisis

Townships continue to lead and serve  
during COVID-19 pandemic

The governor’s ‘stay home, stay safe’ order does not mean ‘stop work,’ ” 
said Orion Charter Township (Oakland Co.) Supervisor Chris Barnett. 
“That is a key distinction to make as local leaders—our townships are 

still here and still working.”

“
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no confirmed cases). Five days after the OMA order was 
signed, Gov. Whitmer signed the first “Stay Home, Stay 
Safe” executive order that temporarily suspends activities in 
the state that are not “necessary to sustain or protect life,” to 
help mitigate community spread of the virus. The order—later 
expanded and extended twice, through May 15 by EO 2020-
59—directed all other Michiganders to stay in their homes 
unless they are a part of “critical infrastructure” workforce, 
with minor exceptions for going outdoors or necessary tasks 
like going to the grocery store or hospital. EO 2020-59 also 
directed residents and workers to wear face coverings in 
enclosed public spaces, and lifted some restrictions for retailers, 
outdoor activities and travel.

MTA quickly conferred with legal counsel to clarify that 
township board members are indeed considered “workers 
who are necessary to sustain or protect life” and can continue 
to perform the statutory duties of their offices. Townships 
can continue to provide necessary government activities, 
including paying bills and payroll, and overseeing critical 
services such as the building department, utilities, and police 
and fire. Township meetings can be held in-person, if strictly 
necessary and when taking the necessary precautions such 
as officials staying six feet apart from one another, or via 
telephone using a teleconference service, or a video call. 

The concept of remote meetings was new for many 
township officials, who worked quickly to weigh options and 
determine how—and if—remote meetings could work for 
their communities. Townships large and small, in all corners 
of the state, turned to technology to continue accomplishing 
township business during this time of uncertainty. 

Sugar Island Township (Chippewa Co.), a community 
of 644 residents located in the St. Mary’s River, between 
the two Sault Ste. Maries—in the U.S. and Canada—held 
its March and April meetings via the video conference 
platform Zoom, which also includes a teleconference feature. 
The meetings “went pretty well, and we accomplished what 
needed to get done,” said Clerk Lynda Garlitz, adding that 
the audience was muted during the meetings, but audience 
members could raise their hand to be recognized during the 
public comment portion to address the board.

Garlitz went on to note that the township also held a 
public hearing on opting out of adult-use marijuana via 
remote meeting, which “also went well, with board members 
expressing their concerns, and lots of questions from those 
who attended via computer and phone.”

Video meetings were also new to Orion Charter 
Township, where officials researched several options, 
eventually choosing Go2Meetings as the platform that best 
met their needs. With a little training and preparation, even 
the least tech-savvy members were able to participate. 

“We had a really smooth, seamless meeting; I think it 
surprised everybody,” Barnett reported, when speaking 
to local officials during a “Sharing Best Practices during 
a Pandemic” webinar hosted by the Southeast Michigan 
Council of Governments (SEMCOG).

Key executive orders impacting 
townships

From the Freedom of Information Act to employee 
protections, “Stay Home, Stay Safe” to the May 5 election, 
Gov. Gretchen Whitmer has signed many executive       
orders since the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis that 
impact townships. Whitmer is granted the authority
for such orders, which can last up to 28 days and then
either expire or are extended with a new order, under
the Emergency Management Act and Emergency Powers 
of the Governor Act. You can read the full orders on          
MTA’s “Coronavirus Resources for Townships” webpage,     
at www.michigantownships.org/coronavirus.asp. 

• EO 2020-14: Extending deadline for redemption of 
property foreclosed for nonpayment of delinquent 
property taxes

• EO 2020-22: Extension of county canvass deadlines for 
2020 presidential primary election

• EO 2020-27: Conducting elections on May 5, 2020, using 
absent voter ballots

• EO 2020-28: Restoring water services to occupied 
residences during the COVID-19 pandemic

• EO 2020-36: Protecting workers who stay home, stay safe 
when they or their close contacts are sick 

• EO 2020-38: Temporary extensions of certain FOIA 
deadlines to facilitate COVID-19 emergency response 
efforts

• EO 2020-39: Temporary relief from certain restrictions 
and requirements governing the provision of emergency 
medical services

• EO-2020-41: Encouraging the use of electronic signatures 
and remote notarization, witnessing, and visitation 
during the COVID-19 pandemic

• EO 2020-48: Temporary authorization of remote 
participation in public meetings and hearings 
(Rescission of EO 2020-15)

• EO 2020-55: Michigan Coronavirus Task Force on Racial 
Disparities—Department of Health and Human Services

• EO 2020-57: Temporary expansions in unemployment 
eligibility and cost-sharing (Rescission of EO 2020-24)

• EO-2020-59: Temporary requirement to suspend activities 
that are not necessary to sustain or protect life  
(Rescission of EO 2020-42) 

• EO 2020-68: Expanded emergency and disaster 
declaration (Rescission of EO 2020-33)

• EO 2020-69: Temporary restrictions on the use of places 
of public accommodation (Rescission of EO 2020-43)
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Some townships opted to continue holding in-person 
meetings. Ovid Township (Branch Co.) held its March 
meeting in person, according to Supervisor Greg Gemmill, 
who said that board members took recommended health and 
safety precautions during the meeting. To ensure information 
was still available, but to limit the number of meeting 
participants, Gemmill asked those who typically provide a 
regular board report—including the county sheriff, assessor, 
cemetery sexton, fire department representative or zoning 
administrator—to email him a report to be read into the 
minutes. 

However, “after the March meeting went so well, the 
governor’s orders became stricter, so we had a teleconference 
special meeting to authorize payment of payroll, utilities and 
bills that might carry a penalty,” continued Gemmill, noting 
the board may hold its May meeting via teleconfernce. “We 
hope to be back in our hall as soon as possible.” 

MTA has heard of township boards meeting in the 
parking lots of their township halls as an additional safety 
precaution, while other boards opted to have a mix of 
in-person and remote meetings, with some participants 
taking part via phone or video. Some postponed upcoming 
meetings. All undertook the decisions that were the best for 
their community. 

“People have been very appreciative of our efforts, and are 
working well with us,” Gemmill said. “We haven’t received 
any complaints about service to the community.”

Continuing to serve
To comply with the governor’s “Stay Home, Stay Safe” 
order, many townships shifted their operations to home 
offices, while some continued to serve the township for 
necessary functions in staggered shifts or with fewer officials 
or employees on-site. First responders continue to respond 
to emergencies, including transporting the sick to hospitals, 
clerks are working to coordinate and plan for the May 5 
and Aug. 4 elections, and elected officials and staff are 
ensuring that residents—particularly those who are the most 
vulnerable—are served and protected.

It certainly has not been easy, as Garlitz noted. “This has 
been an extremely stressful time, dealing with the isolation 
and getting all the proper parts of running a township in 
place,” she said.

But townships have proven themselves quickly up to the 
task, knowing that this continuity of service is part of local, 
grassroots government.

“Starting from day one, we established emergency protocol 
that did many things to ensure continued engagement with 
our residents, which is first and foremost in all the work that 
we do,” Pittsfield Charter Township (Washtenaw Co.) 
Supervisor Mandy Grewal said, during the SEMCOG 
webinar. 

This transition to less interaction while continuing to 
serve is uncharted territory for many township officials and 
employees, who spend their days working with residents and 
businesses in the community, and connecting with the public. 
“In local government, we all show up to work each day, so 
this is a huge shift to be working from home,” Grewal said. 

MTA COVID-19 resources  
for townships

In addition to links to COVID-19 resources and information 
from the Michigan Department of Health and Human 
Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National 
Association of Towns and Townships and more, MTA’s 
new “Coronavirus” webpage, www.michigantownships.org/
coronavirus.asp, contains documents, samples and resources 
created specifically for Michigan townships as you continue to 
serve your communities while navigating the crisis. 

Among the key resources for townships are:

• Q&A on Township Considerations for COVID-19 
Planning  

• Guidance on Township Employees Working from Home

• Document on Approving Expenditures (includes sample 
post-audit policy) 

• Guidelines for Temporary Extensions to FOIA Deadlines 
per Executive Order 2020-38

• Guidelines for Conducting Meetings under Executive 
Order 2020-48 and the Open Meetings Act 

• Virtual Meeting Resources for Public Meetings 

• How-to Videos: Audio Conference and Video 
Conferencing 

• Sample Electronic Meeting Notices for Township 
Board Meetings, Special Board Meetings (including 
with a public hearing), and Planning Commission and 
Authority Meetings 

• Cemetery and Parks Management due to COVID-19 
(including authorizations for cemetery and park 
maintenance workers) 

• MTA COVID-19 Video Updates 
(video and audio recordings available)

• MTA COVID-19 Member Update Emails

• MTA Q&A Webinars  
(video and audio recordings available)
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To ensure employee accountability and accessibility, the 
township “put in place an employee agreement that each 
team member was asked to sign,” she noted. The agreement 
included two things that are critical: a daily check-in with their 
supervisor and a daily work log, as well as the understanding 
that employees are expected to go out only for essential trips 
and abide by the self-quarantine. Steps were also taken to 
ensure that when residents reach out to the township, calls are 
forwarded to the appropriate staff person, and inquiries receive 
a timely response. “Whether people call or email, we are 
making sure they are getting same day-service,” she added.

In Orion Charter Township, all employees are working 
remotely, which is encouraged for all Michigan employers, to 
the greatest extent possible. It, of course, took planning and 
coordination to switch to remote workplaces, Barnett noted, 
with some employees taking their desktop computers home, 
and tech-savvy employees helping to get systems in place to 
work from home. 

Barnett meets via video conference with his township 
team each morning. “Being completely separate for weeks is 
difficult, but if you’re looking at each other, it really helps to 
keep the connection,” he said. “It helps people keep plugged 
into the mission that we’re doing here.”

As emergency services workers continue to serve their 
communities, townships are also changing their methods 
to enhance health and safety for those on the frontlines. 
In Pittsfield Charter Township, for example, police and 
fire departments are working in staggered shifts, and the 
township is working to ensure they have the personal 
protective equipment (PPE) they need. In addition, “we are 
making sure that when they come in, their space is as clean as 
possible,” Grewal said, including disinfecting vehicles every 
day. The township is also allowing public safety employees to 
take vehicles home more than usual so they can go directly to 
a service call from home.

Protections have also been put into place by the state and 
federal government to safeguard employees, including the 
Families First Coronavirus Response Act, Emergency Family 
Medical Leave Act, the Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration’s “Guidance on Preparing Workplaces for 
COVID-19” and Gov. Whitmer’s EO 2020-36, protecting 
workers who stay home, stay safe when they or their close 
contacts are sick.

For some townships, the transition was less extreme, 
as officials already worked from their homes to serve their 
residents. 
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“Our township business and services are rolling on 
with little changes,” said Tonya Clare, Lake Township 
(Roscommon Co.) clerk. “We have home offices, and the 
clerk’s office had begun with appointment only and currently 
is closed to public entry. I have a township drop-box that we 
have used to continue business as usual. All of our township 
officials are available by telephone, email and ‘snail mail.’ ” 

The message for residents, according to Clare, is, “Rest 
assured, the township is operating and continuing to do 
business as usual, but in a modified manner as directed by the 
governor,” she said. “We will be stronger after this dilemma 
is resolved.”

Finding new ways to serve
If it is possible to find a silver lining in this crisis, it is 
witnessing the ways in which townships are continuing to 
serve their community—adjusting programs and services, 
providing care and support to those in need, and being 
sources of factual information. (See below for township pictures 
shared on social media over the past month.)

When libraries were closed down, townships shifted to 
virtual storytimes, reading books to children on Facebook 
Live and Zoom, like the Branch District Library that has 
six different township libraries in Branch County. The 
Grand Blanc Charter Township (Genesee Co.) Police 
Department even got in on the action, with a daily “storytime 
for kids, break time for parents” on social media to provide 
a distraction for children at home and give parents some 

much needed down (or work!) time. The videos, which last 
anywhere from 15 minutes to a half-hour, are viewed by 
more than 1,000 people, who chime in with comments of 
gratitude.

Township services and departments have gotten creative, 
not only providing programs and services, but also making 
efforts to help spread cheer, encouragement and a sense of 
community. From craft suggestions, to online book clubs, 
coloring contests and virtual dance and fitness classes, 
township officials, staff and volunteers heeded the call to fill 
the sudden void brought on by this pandemic. Helping break 
up the monotony that some may be feeling in their days, or 
to spark some joy in everyday lives, suggestions for “theme 
days” have been shared, and virtual scavenger hunts planned. 
To help residents young and old celebrate birthdays during 
this time of isolation, emergency services workers—like in 
Comstock Charter Township (Kalamazoo Co.)—have 
formed parades of fire trucks, ambulances and police cars, 
blipping sirens, overhead lights flashing, and sometimes with 
a “Happy Birthday” serenade over the speakers—bringing 
smiles to the faces of the guest of honor, families and 
neighbors alike.

While many playground areas and some parks are 
closed, others remain open, with townships offering tips 
and suggestions for enjoying the outdoors—including the 
appropriate safety precautions. Residents are encouraged to 
share their experiences and the serenity of nature by posting 
pictures for township park photo contests. 
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Through social media and websites, township officials 
provide regular updates and information to their residents, on 
community spread and mitigation of the virus, messages of 
support, and access to resources. To help the local economy  
stay afloat, townships—like Green Lake Township (Grand 
Traverse Co.) and Highland Charter Township (Oakland 
Co.)—are promoting local restaurants and businesses. 

Calls are put out to share positive messages and images, 
and frontline workers—including township emergency 
personnel—are recognized and celebrated for their sacrifices 
on our behalf. Townships share their own positive stories, 
including donations of cleaning supplies and food  
for those emergency workers, like in Benton Township 
(Eaton Co.) and Frenchtown Charter Township (Monroe 
Co.), and residents who sewed homemade masks for 
additional protection for those in contact with the public, 

such as in Venice Township (Shiawassee Co.). Around the 
state, from Leland Township (Leelanau Co.) to Redford 
Charter Township (Wayne Co.), businesses have converted 
to making emergency supplies, like face shields, masks and 
hand sanitizer, and have made donations to keep township 
frontline workers safe. 

All of these changes in service and operations, and 
sharing of information and connection require extra effort to 
communicate and reach out to residents. In Lake Township, 
Clare said that the township is keeping its website up-to-
date, sending eblasts to residents, and is working with area 
media to get information out to the community. Many other 
townships, like Pittsfield Charter, have created COVID-
specific web resources and outreach.

“We cannot communicate too much with our citizens 
right now,” echoed Barnett, who posts a daily “Orion 
Community Update” video via Facebook to his nearly 
4,000 followers, as well as to the township’s followers. Each 
video—giving updates on cases in the county and services 
available for residents, or highlighting township outreach—
has reached as many as 18,000 viewers. 

“We’ve encouraged our team to make the best out of a 
very unique situation and are still engaging with our residents 
in different and unique ways,” he said, including creating a 
Lake Orion Cares Facebook Group, that they moderate, to 
share information and share resources for those in need.

Like many other townships, Orion Charter Township has 
taken action to ensure that seniors and those most vulnerable 
are taken care of and know that they are not alone during this 
time, including sharing information on meal distribution and 
food banks. The township set up an email and phone number 
for residents to reach out if they need help accessing food or 
other essentials. Township personnel have called thousands 
in the community, including families with students on the 
reduced school lunch program and senior citizens, to see 
if they need assistance and offer resources. When making 
the outreach, they ask the individuals if they would like 
continued follow-up from the township. 

“The feedback is phenomenal,” Barnett said. “Most of 
them are thrilled just to get a phone call and a person asking 
how they’re doing. About 60 percent are saying, ‘Yes, please 
follow up with me next week.’ ”

Townships across the state have stepped up to offer this 
personal touch, by township staff, elected officials themselves 
and volunteers, to help convey a message of support and 
togetherness during a tumultuous time of uncertainty, fear 
and physical separation. 

“The way we are delivering messages, the way we convey 
that we’re going to be ok, is what our residents need to hear 
from us,” Barnett said. 

Grewal agreed. “The goal is to be kind, be patient and 
band together. That is the message we are trying to get 
through,” she said. “There’s a sense of, ‘Thank you so much. 
We know that you’re here.’ ”

The impact on township revenue
While the full financial impact of the crisis is not yet 

known, MTA is working at both the state and federal levels 
to ensure that townships are part of conversations about 
stimulus funding, potential impacts on the state budget and 
statutory revenue sharing, and more. 

State Department of Treasury projections have indicated 
that sales tax revenue collections are expected to be 
significantly lower—possibly up to 50 percent—and will 
affect state and local revenues. This decline will impact  
June and August constitutional revenue sharing payments.  
It has also been estimated that the state budget could see a 
$7 billion impact over the next 18 months. 

MTA, with the Michigan Municipal League and Michigan 
Association of Counties, has called on Gov. Whitmer and state 
leaders to use some of the nearly $3.87 billion Michigan 
is receiving from the federal Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and 
Economic Security (CARES) Act funding to support local 
governments of all sizes affected by this pandemic. 

Based on the $800 million the CARES Act made 
available to the state’s five largest municipalities—cities or 
counties with populations of 500,000 or more—the three 
organizations asked that an equitable per capita amount, 
equal to approximately $1.1 billion, be made available to all 
other local units of government in Michigan. Nothing in the 
act, or in guidance from the U.S. Department of Treasury, 
requires states to provide relief to local governments.

“We are deeply appreciative of the CARES Act federal 
funding for our state as Michigan weathers unforeseeable 
impacts due to this crisis,” said Neil Sheridan, MTA executive 
director. “However, it is imperative that our local governments 
are not left behind. An equitable distribution of the state’s 
CARES Act funding is crucial to the ability of our local 
governments to serve their communities, both now and as we 
emerge into the new unknown ‘normal’ following the crisis.”

Watch MTA publications for future updates.



MTA responds

When the first cases of COVID-19 were confirmed 
in Michigan on March 10, MTA staff immediately 
swung into action to discuss how the Association 

would adapt and adjust our operations to continue serving 
our members. Like our member township officials, your 
residents and our state leaders, we had been closely watching 
the news, wondering when the virus would come to our 
state. We had already created our “Coronavirus” page on 
www.michigantownships.org and provided some updates 
to members, but as the situation began to rapidly evolve, 
changing seemingly minute to minute, it became clear that 
MTA—like townships—would need to make changes to 
nearly every aspect of our operations.

Remote operations while serving our members
As MTA Executive Director Neil Sheridan noted in his 
“Daily Democracy” column on page 3, MTA had already 
undertaken the task and efforts necessary to ensure remote 
work could be accomplished by every member of the MTA 
staff—though that grew from a focus on winter storms, 
not pandemics. However, these early actions proved 
fortuitous, as MTA implemented a fully remote workplace 
on March 13. Like our members, we quickly came up to 
speed on conference calls and video meetings, continuing to 
collaborate on ways to serve townships during this time, and 
ensuring that critical Association functions continue. 

Our Member Information Services (MIS) Department 
remains available to answer member inquiries by calling 
(517) 321-6467 or via email. In those first few weeks of 
initial crisis, questions revolved, naturally, around COVID-
19, its impact on operations, keeping township officials and 
employees safe, and what the governor’s executive orders 
(EOs)  mean for local governments. Members turned to 
MTA for trusted guidance and support, and calls and 
inquiries increased by 40 percent over the first three weeks 
alone. In addition to assisting members with one-on-one 
guidance, MIS’s Michael Selden, Catherine Mullhaupt and 
Cindy Dodge quickly got up to speed on the ever-changing 
situation, and near constant release of guidance and updates 
from the state and federal government—deciphering just 
what it all means for townships. 

In addition to being the usual voices of support and 
information to which our members are so accustomed, 
they took on an additional role—sharing their insights and 
answers to commonly asked member questions in a new 
video format. Available on MTA’s “Coronavirus” webpage, 
and posted on YouTube and as “Township Talk” podcasts, 
“MTA COVID-19 Video Updates” allow a wider group of 
members to hear from MIS, many of whom responded that 
they appreciate the more personal touch—especially during 
this time of social distancing. We just hope their newfound 
fame as “social media influencers” doesn’t go to their heads! 

Our Government Relations staff has been in daily contact 
with the governor’s office, legislators and state agencies, to 
ensure that the impact of the crisis on local government is 
known. With member input, we have shared what further 
clarifications and guidance are needed from the state level—
for example, through executive orders—to ensure townships 
can continue to serve their residents during this time. 
Government Relations Director Judy Allen is also seeking 
further direction on various local government deadlines. 
Judy has also taken part in our video updates, offering details 
on what’s happening on both the state and federal fronts, 
including stimulus funding and how it could affect townships 
(see page 10). 

MTA Communications has also shifted over the past 
month. Many members likely noticed that this April/May 
combined issue of Township Focus is in your hands several 
weeks past our typical delivery date (and we appreciate 
your patience!). Immediately following the initial COVID 
outbreak, our communications efforts focused near 
exclusively on getting our members the most up-to-date, 
synthesized COVID-19 updates and resources to help 
keep members aware and guide their operations during this 
time. Email updates, listing new information and links to 
programs and services, have been sent at least three times 
a week—as special COVID-19 email updates on Tuesdays 
and Thursdays, additional updates in Township Insights, and 
sometimes more when late-breaking news hits. 

If you are not receiving these emails from MTA, you are 
missing out on guidance curated specifically for our members. 
See page 16 on action you can take to ensure you receive our 
emails. All email and video messages, as well as links to state, 
federal and MTA resources, are available on www.michigan 
townships.org/coronavirus.asp, which is updated daily and 
provides an enormous wealth of information. More than 
7,000 visitors have accessed the webpage in its first month. 

Members are also using other online networking 
opportunities, with more than twice the usual number of 
members logging in to the Community Connection private 
networking site, asking questions and sharing their experiences 
and tips for townships. More are turning to our social media 
feeds, with Twitter reaching more than 35,000 and Facebook 
providing information to nearly 20,000. 

Fulfillment of MTA publication orders was suspended for 
more than a month, initially out of an abundance of caution 
to protect staff, and then after evaluating the governor’s “Stay 
Home, Stay Safe” order and determining the publication 
orders were not considered an “essential service.” After Gov. 
Whitmer relaxed some standards for retail with EO 2020-59, 
fulfillment of MTA publication orders resumed May 1.

Cancelling Conference, ramping up online learning
The coronavirus crisis also necessitated an unprecedented 
decision in MTA’s history: the cancellation of our Annual 
Educational Conference & Expo. Plans were, of course,  
well underway, with nearly 900 registrants, more than  
60 educational sessions arranged, and nearly 100 exhibitors 
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set to meet with officials from across the state. While it was 
a difficult decision, at the same time, there was no question 
that it was the right one to make, as our members’ health 
and safety, as well as that of our staff, speakers, vendors and 
valued partners, are paramount above all else. And, of course, 
later executive orders prohibiting mass gatherings further 
emphasized the necessity of that decision.

But we also know that keeping our members informed 
and educated—especially during a time of great uncertainty 
and change—remains critical. In addition to the COVID-19 
Update Videos, we launched “MTA Q&A,” a live webinar 
allowing members to both submit questions in advance, as 
well as post questions during free hour-long events. The first 
webinar, which featured MTA’s MIS Department answering 
commonly asked questions on COVID-19 and its impact 
on township operations and procedures, filled to capacity in 
record time! Subsequent Q&A webinars—with expanded 
capacity to accommodate additional members—will be 
scheduled and announced via email and social media.

To make distance learning easier during this time of social 
distancing, we are also offering “essentials” webinars from our 
eLearning library available to all Association members for 
free for all of May and June. Your township may renew their 
MTA Online access, with various levels and pricing structures, 
with your annual dues statement. An email was sent to each 
township prior to May 1 with details on available free webinars 
and how to access (turn to the inside back cover for more). 

Nothing replaces the meaning, the connection and the 
experience of face-to-face workshops and events. We remain 
incredibly hopeful, as Michiganders in all corner of the state 
do their part to help “flatten the curve,” that we will be able 
to resume more traditional, in-person MTA events. We are 
carefully monitoring the situation, and will see you at MTA 
educational events as soon as is safe and practical to do so.

Changes to the MTA Board and rescheduling the 
Association’s Annual Meeting
The cancellation of our Conference necessitated changes to 
the MTA Board, its officers and our Annual Meeting, which 
serves as the business meeting for the Association. With 
guidance from MTA Legal Counsel to ensure compliance 
with the Nonprofit Corporation Act and our bylaws, the 
current officers, including MTA President Jeff Sorensen, 
First Vice President Peter Kleiman, Second Vice President 
Bill Deater, Treasurer Pauline Bennett, Secretary Connie 
Cargill and Member-at-large Harold Koviak will remain in 
their positions until September. At this point, our intention 
is to hold our 2020 MTA Annual Meeting in Lansing 
(location to be announced), if we are able to gather. 

At the Annual Meeting, which is free for all members to 
attend, delegates (elected officials from member townships) 
will vote to approve MTA’s Legislative Policy Platform (a 
draft policy platform will appear in the August Township 
Focus). The policy platform adopted at our 2019 Conference 

remains in effect until that time. Also at the Annual 
Meeting, the new slate of officers will be elected, including 
Peter Kleiman as president. Kleiman and all officers will serve 
an extended term—until the 2021 Conference and a full year 
following the Conference. 

MTA District 1, 3 and 13 directors will be elected at 
caucus elections also held on Thursday, Sept. 10 prior to the 
Annual Meeting. The district directors will serve until the 
2021 Annual Meeting. All MTA district director positions, 
with the exception of officers, are up for election at the 2021 
conference, for a new term of office. 

Bylaw amendments to ratify these changes will be 
presented to the membership at the September Annual 
Meeting, and will be published in the August Township Focus. 

Looking ahead
It’s both easy and unbelievable to look back at the past 
weeks and see how things have changed, in nearly every way 
imaginable, for MTA, our townships, our colleagues, friends 
and families. And it can be hard to look ahead, imagine what 
the future holds, what changes will remain, and how will we 
adjust to the “new normal.” One thing is certain, however. 
No matter what lies ahead—and we believe brighter times are 
to come—MTA will continue to be here for our members, 
helping you to lead your residents and your communities, and 
providing the resources, information and advocacy to get us 
through whatever the future holds, together.

Stay safe, stay healthy
It may seem like common sense, but it does bear repeating. 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and Michigan 
Department of Health and Human Services both emphasize 
that the best way to prevent the spread of coronavirus is to 
practice good health habits:

• Wash your hands with soap and water for 20 seconds

• Avoid touching your eyes, nose or mouth with unwashed 
hands 

• Cover your mouth and nose with a tissue or upper sleeve 
when coughing or sneezing

• Avoid contact with people who are sick

• Stay home if you are sick and contact your healthcare 
provider

• Keep at least six feet away from one another to the 
maximum extent possible

• Frequently clean and disinfect high-touch surfaces 
such as tables, doorknobs, light switches, countertops, 
handles, desks, phones, keyboards, faucets and sinks

• Wear a non-medical grade mask or face covering in 
public

Visit www.cdc.gov or www.michigan.gov/coronavirus for 
more on mitigating the spread of COVID-19.
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COUNT ME IN

2020 Census adjusts for COVID-19; 
complete count is more critical than ever
The 2020 Census is underway and households across America 
are responding every day. As of Township Focus press time, 
some 57.9 percent of Michigan residents had responded to the 
census questionnaire.

In light of the COVID-19 outbreak, the U.S. Census 
Bureau has adjusted 2020 Census operations to protect the 
health and safety of Census employees and the American 
public, implement guidance from federal, state and local 
health authorities, and ensure a complete and accurate count 
of all communities. Under the revised operations, online, 
phone and mailed self-responses will continue until Oct. 31.

The Census Bureau temporarily suspended 2020 Census 
field data collection activities in March. Steps are being 
taken to reactivate field offices beginning June 1, 2020, 
in preparation for the resumption of field data collection 
operations as quickly as possible following June 1. 

At this point, Census takers will drop off invitations to 
respond and paper questionnaires at the front doors of non-
respondent households, beginning June 13, through July 9. 
Such in-person activities, including all interaction with the 
public, will incorporate the most current guidance to promote 
the health and safety of staff and the public. This will include 
recommended personal protective equipment and social 
distancing practices. 

To ensure the completeness and accuracy of the 2020 
Census, the Census Bureau is also seeking statutory relief 
from Congress of 120 additional calendar days to deliver 
final apportionment counts. Under this plan, the Census 
Bureau would extend the window for field data collection 
and self-response to October 31, 2020. This would allow for 
apportionment counts to be delivered to the president by 
April 30, 2021, and redistricting data to be delivered to the 
states no later than July 31, 2021.

A key message right now for anyone with questions 
about how COVID-19 will affect the 2020 Census is this: 
It has never been easier to respond on your own, whether 
online, over the phone or by mail—all without having to 
meet a census taker. This is the first time that completing the 
census online has been an option, and the Census Bureau 
encourages everyone to respond online as quickly as possible. 
Some households—in areas less likely to respond online—
also received a paper questionnaire in the first mailing; all 
homes will receive a paper questionnaire if they do not first 
respond online or by phone. 

To see your community’s response rate, visit 
https://2020census.gov, and click on “Response Rates” under 
the “Get the Facts” tab. 

HELPFUL TOOLS

Online tools can help townships plan, 
evaluate
Two new tools can help townships as they explore or are 
involved in energy sustainability projects, and evaluate 
infrastructure capability and needs. 

Find locals’ renewable energy ordinances  
with new online database 
Townships can now access a unique searchable database of 
municipal ordinances across Michigan that address siting 
for renewable energy installations. The database is the first 
compilation of all renewable energy ordinances across the 
state—and the first database of its kind in the nation.

More than half of Michigan’s municipalities have 
considered renewable energy in their zoning ordinances. 
The database, available on www.michigan.gov/energy, is 
an in-depth resource guide for municipalities developing 
ordinances. At-a-glance maps are also updated in real time, 
showing which municipalities have planned for renewable 
energy development with existing ordinances.

The database was created by the Michigan Department 
of Environment, Great Lakes and Energy with the Graham 
Sustainability Institute at the University of Michigan.

Asset management tool enables townships to 
evaluate strengths, areas for improvement 
Townships can garner insights into understanding, 
measuring and advancing their asset management 
proficiencies through a new tool released by the Michigan 
Infrastructure Council (MIC) and available at  
www.michigan.gov/mic.

The Asset Management Readiness Assessment Scale 
embraces five asset management competencies—people and 
leadership; data and information; planning and prioritization; 
policy and governance; and external communication and 
knowledge sharing—so townships and other infrastructure 
owners can rank their asset management strengths and 
improvement areas through “readiness levels.” 

Townships can use the tool to produce consistent asset 
management metrics—learning more about their current 
capabilities and setting target goals for improvement. The 
scale also provides a mechanism for a systematic statewide 
reassessment.

The MIC hopes the scale will help shift Michigan’s 
infrastructure focus from reactive response toward strategic 
long-term asset management. (See the January 2019 
Township Focus, available on the members-only portion of 
www.michigantownships.org, for more on asset management.)
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WHAT WILL YOU GET FROM
ROSATI,  SCHULTZ, JOPPICH & 

AMTSBUECHER, PC EVEN WHEN 
YOU DON’T WANT TO HEAR IT? 

ANSWER: THE UNVARNISHED TRUTH
“They’re comfortable telling you what you
may not want to hear. They tell you what

solution might be possible.”
                             -- City Mayor

RSJ ALAW.COM |  248.489.4100
 

LOCAL UPDATES FROM ACROSS MICHIGAN

Township happenings 
Sanborn Township (Alpena Co.) will use a $220,000 

Brownfield Redevelopment Grant from the Michigan 
Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy to 
revitalize and safely reuse a former gas station, with plans to 
redevelop the site as a post office and deli. 

Three Kimball Township (St. Clair Co.) firefighters 
recently took part in the Fight for Air Climb, sponsored by 
the American Lung Association. The firefighters wore full 
turnout gear weighing more than 70 pounds as they climbed 
55 floors, totaling more than 1,100 stairs. Together, the trio 
raised $1,033 for the American Lung Association!

Meridian Charter Township (Ingham Co.) Police 
Department was the first mid-Michigan agency to become 
an accredited police agency through the Michigan Law 
Enforcement Accreditation Commission (MLEAC). 
The department was found in full compliance with all 105 
standards set by the MLEAC. Only 24 agencies in the 
state hold the accreditation, including Bloomfield Charter 
Township (Oakland Co.), Grand Blanc Charter Township 
(Genesee Co.), Northville Charter Township (Wayne Co.) 
and White Lake Charter Township (Oakland Co.). 
Email YOUR Township Happenings to jenn@michigantownships.org. Add MTA 
to your newsletter mailing list! Mail to MTA, Attn. Jenn Fiedler, PO Box 80078, 
Lansing, MI 48908-0078, or email to jenn@michigantownships.org.

PollyProducts.comPollyProducts.com
1-877-609-22431-877-609-2243

Benches, Tables, Receptacles & more!Benches, Tables, Receptacles & more!

Mention you are an MTA member at Mention you are an MTA member at 
checkout to claim your checkout to claim your discountdiscount!!

Park Furnishings Park Furnishings 
That Stand The Test That Stand The Test 

of Timeof Time

Quality you can see. A warranty you can trust.Quality you can see. A warranty you can trust.

FLEXIBILITY DUE TO COVID-19

Form I-9 filing flexibility announced
The U.S. Department of Homeland Security announced 
flexibility for filing Forms I-9. All U.S. employers (including 
townships) must complete and retain a Form I-9 for each 
individual hired for employment, including elected officials. 
On the form, the employer must verify the employment 
eligibility and identity documents presented by the employee 
and record the document information. Townships operating 
remotely may review the documents remotely (e.g., over 
video, fax or email, etc.). “COVID-19” should be entered on 
the form as the reason for the delay in physical inspection, 
which still must take place, after normal operations resume. 
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DTE Energy

Committed to serving
DTE Energy is 

a Detroit-based 

diversified energy 

company involved 

in the development and management of energy-related 

businesses and services nationwide. Its operating units 

include an electric company serving 2.2 million customers 

in southeast Michigan and a natural gas company serving 

1.3 million customers in Michigan. 

The DTE portfolio includes energy businesses focused 

on power and industrial projects; renewable natural gas; 

natural gas pipelines, gathering and storage; and energy 

marketing and trading. As an environmental leader, 

DTE utility operations will reduce carbon dioxide and 

methane emissions by more than 80 percent by 2040 to 

produce cleaner energy while keeping it safe, reliable and 

affordable. DTE Electric aspires to achieve net zero carbon 

by 2050. 

DTE is committed to serving with its energy through 

volunteerism, education and employment initiatives, 

philanthropy and economic progress. 

Information about DTE is available at dteenergy.com, 

empoweringmichigan.com, twitter.com/dte_energy and 

facebook.com/dteenergy.  

Opinions expressed within do not represent the views of MTA, its Board 
or members. Participation in the Allied Service Provider program does 
not constitute or imply MTA’s endorsement of the company or its products/
services. For more information, turn to the Allied Service Provider Index on 
page 2 or visit www.michigantownships.org/asp.asp.

MTA welcomes Anthony Klisch  
as finance manager
Anthony (Tony) Klisch has 
joined the MTA team as 
finance manager. In this role, 
Klisch oversees all finance and 
accounting functions, programs 
and systems, including the 
Association’s budget, investments 
and annual audit. In addition, he 
manages benefits administration 
and supervises members of 
MTA’s Administration team, 
Finance Assistant Angie Merryfield 
and Records Assistant Rebecca Popoff. 

“I am looking forward to getting acquainted with my 
coworkers and the opportunity to make a positive difference 
to the organization and its members,” he said. 

In an unusual start to his MTA career, Klisch’s first 
day happened to coincide with MTA’s remote workplace 
procedures due to the COVID-19 outbreak. He hasn’t let 
that deter his integration into the MTA family, taking part 
in video- and tele-conference staff meetings and working 
with his team to develop new policies and procedures during 
this unprecedented time. 

“We are thrilled to have Tony on board,” said Neil 
Sheridan, MTA executive director. “He brings with him a 
wealth of experience in the world of finance administration, 
and we look forward to his contributions as a staff leader on 
our team.”

A certified management accountant, Klisch comes to 
MTA after working as a fiscal manager for the Michigan 
State Police. He spent more than three decades with 
Granger III and Associates, as controller for 16 years and an 
accounting systems analyst for 15 years. He earned a master’s 
in management from Aquinas College and his bachelor’s of 
business administration from Northwood University.

A long-time township resident, Klisch has lived in Delhi 
Charter Township (Ingham Co.) for more than 25 years. 
The father of two sons, Klisch says he enjoys most summer 
outdoor activities, especially golf and “anything on or in the 
water.”

Please join MTA in welcoming Tony to the team!

Klisch

Reminder—This issue of Township Focus is a combined 
April/May issue. The next issue you receive will be in June. 
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Robinson Scholarship deadline extended  
to July 15 

Due to the COVID-19 crisis, the 
Robert R. Robinson Memorial 
Scholarship Committee has extended 
the application deadline from May 31 
to July 15. This will allow applicants 
time to receive a resolution of support 
from an MTA-member township—a 
requirement for all applications. 

Townships can still help MTA 
promote the scholarship, which is 
a one-time award determined on a 

competitive basis by the applicant’s academic achievement, 
community involvement and commitment to a career in local 
government administration. 

Applicants must be a junior, senior or graduate student 
enrolled in a Michigan college or university and pursuing a 
career in local government administration. Students must 
submit application materials to: The Robert R. Robinson 
Memorial Scholarship Fund, c/o Michigan Townships 
Association, P.O. Box 80078, Lansing, MI 48908-0078. 

Post a link on your township website to  
www.michigantownships.org/scholarship.asp. Need  
more information? Call (517) 321-6467. 

Check your inbox! Steps you can take to 
ensure you receive MTA emails
Now more than ever, 
it is critical for MTA-
member township 
officials to receive 
important emails 
and updates from 
the Association. As 
noted on page 11, we 
have been sending our 
member officials regular 
COVID-19 updates and 
information with resources and details that impact your 
township, its operations and services, as well as residents 
and businesses. 

To ensure you are receiving these emails, and during 
less critical times as well to get the most of your MTA 
membership, all officials must ensure that we have your 
correct email address on file, and take steps to ensure that 
MTA emails are not being blocked. We sometimes hear 
from members that emails sent from MTA, such as our 
enewsletters Township Insights or Township Voice (which 
are sent via a system called Constant Contact), or from 
Association staff—such as our Member Information 
Services Department—are being blocked as spam, 
particularly for certain internet service providers, such as 
Charter. 

If you sent an email to MTA and did not receive a 
response, or are not receiving our enewsletters and other 
email communications, it may be that emails from the 
Association are being blocked. If you are not receiving 
our emails, or we don’t have your email address on file, 
you are missing out on not only our enewsletters and 
updates, but also access to the members-only portion of 
our website, www.michigantownships.org, which features 
hundreds of pages of resources, samples and information, 
our social networking site, Community Connection (your 
email address is your username for logging in to the website 
and Community Connection), targeted email alerts for your 
position or township, and legislative action alerts.

There are a few steps that all member officials can take 
to ensure Association emails are received. First, check your 
spam or junk mail filter. If you see some of our emails are 
in there, typically unjunking them or marking as “safe” will 
solve the problem. If they are not in the junk folder or no 
such folder exists, try adding @michigantownships.org, as 
well as @in.constantcontact.com and @in.confirmedcc.com 
to your “list of safe senders.” This tells the system to allow 
all emails from addresses at the domain you enter. (Search 
for “Safe Senders” in your email “Help” menu.) 

To provide your email address, or ensure we have the 
correct email address, call (517) 321-6467 or email  
elsa@michigantownships.org. 

Before the COVID-19 crisis hit, MTA was planning to hold three 
workshops around the state in May taking you Inside the Township 
Zoning Board of Appeals. Were you or members of your township 
team considering attending? You still can! 

We’ve packaged the content into three separate one-hour webinars 
that you can watch from the safety of your own home. It’s like a 
half-day class—but one where you can pause, rewind or watch in 
portions. Those who purchase (and watch!) during the month of 
May can submit questions to the speaker, planning and zoning guru 
Steve Langworthy, and receive a written compilation of answers to 
all questions submitted.

To register or review the class description, visit MTA’s website,  
www.michigantownships.org (look under the “Training” tab and 
select “Upcoming Training”). Group discounts are available. 

Planning to take advantage of more remote learning over the next year? 
Look for “MTA Online” on our Training page to learn how your township can 
get unlimited access to multiple webcasts for your entire township team 
with our all-new eLearning package options.

MTA Online |
Inside the Township  
Zoning Board of Appeals
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Dates and deadlines  
for townships

APRIL 

1 School district or 
intermediate school district 
must reach agreement 
for summer tax collection 
with township if there is a 
summer school levy. (MCL 
380.1613(2))

No later than April 1. 
Treasurers make final 
adjustment and delivery of the 
total amount of tax collections 
on hand. (MCL 211.43(3)(c))

Assessors are required to 
annually provide a copy 
of Form 5278 Eligible 
Manufacturing Personal 
Property Tax Exemption 
Claim, Personal Property 
Statement, and Report of 
Fair Market Value of Qualified 
New and Previously Existing 
Personal Property (Combined 
Document), and Form 5277 
Affidavit to Rescind Exemption 
of Eligible Manufacturing 
Personal Property Defined in 
MCL 211.9(m) and 211.9(n), 
and other parcel information 
required by the state 
Department of Treasury in a 
form and manner required by 
the department no later than 
April 1 of each year. (MCL 
211.9m and 9n)

Separate tax limitations voted 
after April 1 of any year are not 
effective until the subsequent 
year. (MCL 211.205i(2)) 

2 Each downtown 
development authority, 
tax increment finance 
authority, local development 

finance authority, corridor 
improvement authority, 
water resource improvement 
authority and neighborhood 
improvement authority shall 
send a copy or an electronic 
mail link of its currently 
adopted development plan 
or its currently adopted tax 
increment finance plan, if 
separate from the development 
plan, to the Department of 
Treasury. (MCL 125.4912)

By 6 Notice of 
voter registration for the May 5 
election published. One notice 
required. (MCL 168.498) 

Clerk shall post and notify 
the secretary of state of hours 
the clerk’s office will be open 
on the Saturday or Sunday, or 
both, immediately before the 
May 5 election to issue and 
receive absentee voter ballots. 
(MCL 168.761b) 

Clerk shall post and notify 
the secretary of state of any 
additional locations and hours 
the clerk will be available to 
issue and receive absentee 
voter ballots for the May 5 
election, if applicable. (MCL 
168.761b) 

On or before the first Monday 
in April. The board of review 
must complete its review of 
protests of assessed value, 
taxable value, property 
classification or denial by 
assessor of continuation of 
qualified agricultural property 
exemption. (MCL 211.30a)

8 Supervisor or assessor 
shall deliver the completed 
assessment roll, with board 
of review certification, to the 
county equalization director 
not later than the 10th day 
after adjournment of the board 
of review or the Wednesday 
following the first Monday in 
April, whichever date occurs 
first. (MCL 211.30(7))

Assessor shall file Form 
606 (L-4021) Assessment 
Roll Changes Worksheet 
with the county equalization 
department, and Form 
607 (L-4022) Report of 
Assessment Roll Changes 
and Classification (signed by 
the assessor) with the county 
equalization department and 
the State Tax Commission 
(STC), immediately following 
adjournment of the board of 
review. 

Form 4626 Assessing Officer’s 
Report of Taxable Values as of 
State Equalization due to the 
county.

20 On or before 
the third Monday in April. 
Allocation board meets and 
receives budgets. (MCL 
211.210)

Last day to register for the 
May 5 election in any manner 
other than in person with the 
local clerk. (MCL 168.497)

By 21 
Candidates for partisan and 
nonpartisan offices (other than 
judicial candidates) for the 
Aug. 4 primary file nominating 
petitions (or fees if applicable) 
and Affidavit of Identity. 
Withdrawal deadline elapses at 
4 p.m. on April 24. (A federal 
court order extending the filing 
deadline to May 8 applied to a 
limited number of candidates, 
including a village office where 

the charter does not provide a 
filing fee option.)

21 through May 5 at  
8 p.m. In-person registration 
for the May 5 election with 
local clerk with proof of 
residency. (MCL 168.497)

By 24 Pre-
primary campaign statements 
due. Books close July 19. 

24 Write-in candidates 
for the May 5 election file 
declaration of intent forms by 
4 p.m. (MCL 168.737a)

By 25 County 
clerks deliver remainder of 
ballots and election supplies 
for the May 5 election to 
township clerks. (MCL 
168.714)

By 27 Clerk 
forwards names and addresses 
of partisan and nonpartisan 
candidates for the Aug. 4 
primary to county clerk. (MCL 
168.349) 

By 28 Notice of 
the May 5 election published. 
One notice required. (MCL 
168.653a) 

Challenges against nominating 
petitions filed by partisan and 
nonpartisan candidates for the 
Aug. 4 primary submitted to 
filing official by 5 p.m. (MCL 
168.552)

Petitions to place county and 
local questions on the Aug. 4 
primary ballot filed with 
county and township clerks by 
5 p.m. (MCL 168.646a) 

These dates and deadlines are as accurate as possible, as of 
Township Focus’ publication deadline. However, due to the 
COVID-19 situation, deadlines may change. While there was a 
delay in Township Focus production, April dates are included 
to ensure compliance with applicable deadlines. Please follow 
MTA emails, publications and www.michigantownships.org for 
updates as they become available.
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By 30 Public 
accuracy test for the May 5 
election must be conducted. 
(R 168.778) Notice of test 
must be published at least 
48 hours before test. (MCL 
168.798)

MAY

1 Deadline for filing 
a Principal Residence 
Exemption (PRE) Active Duty 
Military Affidavit (Form 4660) 
to allow military personnel to 
retain a PRE for up to three 
years if they rent or lease 
their principal residence while 
away on active duty. (MCL 
211.7dd)

Last day of deferral period 
for winter (Dec. 1) property 
tax levies, if the deferral 
for qualified taxpayers was 
authorized by the county 
board of commissioners. (MCL 
211.59(3))

Deadline for filing Form 2599 
Claim for Farmland (Qualified 
Agricultural) Exemption from 
Some School Operating Taxes 
with the local assessor if the 
property is NOT classified 
agricultural or if the assessor 
asks an owner to file it to 
determine whether the 
property includes structures 
that are not exempt. 

Deadline for state Department 
of Treasury to post the millage 
rate comparison reports on 
the Personal Property Tax 
Reimbursement website. (MCL 
123.1353(5))

Electors may obtain an 
absentee voter ballot via first-
class mail for May 5 election 
until 5 p.m. (MCL 168.759)
 

4 First Monday in 
May. Deadline for assessor 
to file tabulation of 
taxable valuations for each 

classification of property 
with the county equalization 
director on STC Form 609 
(L-4025) Report of Taxable 
Valuations Including 
Additions, Losses and Totals 
as Approved by the Board 
of Review to be used in 
“Headlee” calculations. (MCL 
211.34d(2))

Electors may obtain an 
absentee voter ballot for the  
May 5 election in person in 
the clerk’s office until 4 p.m. 
(MCL 168.761)

5 Emergency absentee 
voting for the May 5 election 
until 4 p.m. (MCL 168.759b)

Election Day registrants may 
obtain an absentee voter ballot 
in person in the clerk’s office 
or vote in person in the proper 
precinct until 8 p.m. (MCL 
168.761) 

Election. (Executive Order 
2020-27 urged voters for 
the May 5 election to vote 
absentee to avoid making 
gatherings of voters at 
polling precincts a threat for 
transmission of COVID-19. 
Under the order, townships 
must maintain at least one 
polling place for those who 
wish to vote in person or for 
any individual unable to vote 
by mail.)

7 Boards of county 
canvassers meet to canvass 
the May 5 election by 9 a.m. 
(MCL 168.821) 

By 12 Ballot 
wording of county and local 
proposals to be presented at 
the Aug. 4 primary certified 
to county and township clerks 
by 4 p.m.; township clerks 
receiving wording forward to 
county clerk within two days. 
(MCL 168.646a) 

15 Not later than 
this date, the state must 
have prepared an annual 
assessment roll for the state-
assessed properties. (MCL 
207.9(1)) 

Deadline for assessors to 
report the current-year taxable 
value of commercial personal 
property and industrial personal 
property as of May 10, 2020, 
to the county equalization 
director. (MCL 123.1353(3))

20 Deadline for 
payments to municipalities 
from the Local Community 
Stabilization Authority: 
For underpayment of a 
prior personal property tax 
reimbursement and remaining 
balance of Local Community 
Stabilization Share revenue. 
(MCL 123.1357(8)(d))

26 Fourth Monday 
in May. May 25 is a holiday. 
Final state equalization order 
issued by STC. (MCL 209.4) 

27 After May 26 but 
before June 1. Last day for 
allocation board hearing (not 
less than eight days or more 
than 12 days after issuance 
of preliminary order). (MCL 
211.215)

29 By the Friday 
following the fourth Monday 
in May. If as a result of state 
equalization, the taxable 
value of property changes, 
the equalization director shall 
revise the millage reduction 
fractions. (MCL 211.34d(2))

By 31 No later 
than May 31. Deadline for 
assessors to file Form 5403 
Personal Property 2019 
Taxable Value for Expired Tax 

Exemptions with the county 
equalization director and 
Department of Treasury. (MCL 
123.1353(6))

No later than May 31. 
Deadline for assessors to file 
Form 5429 Personal Property 
2019 Taxable Value for 
Expired/Expiring Renaissance 
Zone with the county 
equalization director and 
Department of Treasury. (MCL 
123.1353(6))

JUNE

1 May 31 is a Sunday.  
A petition required to be filed 
by a day when the tribunal is 
not open for business shall 
be filed by the next business 
day. Appeals of property 
classified as commercial real, 
industrial real, developmental 
real, commercial personal, 
industrial personal or utility 
personal must be made by 
filing a written petition with 
the Michigan Tax Tribunal 
on or before May 31 of the 
tax year involved. (MCL 
205.735a(6)) 

Deadline for filing Form 
2368 Principal Residence 
Exemption (PRE) Affidavit for 
exemption from the 18-mill 
school operating tax to qualify 
for a PRE for the summer tax 
levy. (MCL 211.7cc(2))

Deadline for filing the initial 
request of a Conditional 
Rescission of Principal 
Residence Exemption (PRE)  
(Form 4640) for the summer 
tax levy. (MCL 211.7cc(5))

Deadline for filing Form 4983 
Foreclosure Entity Conditional 
Rescission of a Principal 
Residence Exemption (PRE) 
to qualify for the summer tax 
levy. (MCL 211.77cc(5))

Assessment roll due to county 
treasurer if local unit is not 
collecting summer taxes. (MCL 
211.095b(6)(a))
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Engineering Stronger Communities

For nearly a century, we’ve been solving complex engineering 
challenges to maximize the value of your infrastructure 
investments. We adapt our work processes to fit the unique 
demands of each project using a collaborative, friendly style. 
The result? Solutions you can stand behind.

800.482.2864 
www.wadetrim.com 

Requests are due from 
brownfield redevelopment, tax 
increment, local development 
financing or downtown 
development authorities for 
state reimbursements of tax 
increment revenue decreases 
as a result of the Michigan 
Business Tax reduction in 
personal property taxes. 
(Form 4650; PA 154-157 of 
2008)

By the first Monday in 
June. Deadline for notifying 
protesting taxpayers in writing 
of board of review action. 
(MCL 211.30(4))

On or before the first Monday 
in June. County equalization 
director calculates current-
year millage reduction 
fraction including those 
for inter-county taxing 
jurisdictions. The completed, 
verified STC Form L-4028 is 
filed with the county treasurer 
and STC. (MCL 211.34d(3))

By 4 Post-primary 
campaign statements due. 
Books closed May 24.
 

5 Final date townships 
can establish, move or abolish 
a polling pace for the Aug. 4 
primary. (MCL 168.662)

By 8 Clerks submit 
reimbursement requests with 
verified costs for the conduct 
of March 10 presidential 
primary. (MCL 168.624g)  

Not later than the second 
Monday in June. Allocation 
board must issue final order. 
(MCL 211.216) 

15 Deadline for 
submission of Water Pollution 
Control (PA 451 of 1994, Part 
37) and Air Pollution Control 
(PA 451 of 1994, Part 59) tax 
exemption applications to STC.

2,407 YEARS
OF COMBINED
EXPERIENCE.

WE GET GOV.

 Deadline for assessor’s report 
to the STC on the status of 
each neighborhood homestead 
exemption granted under the 
Neighborhood Enterprise Zone 
Act. (MCL 207.786(2))

Deadline for tax increment 
finance (TIF) authorities to file 
TIF loss reimbursement claims 
Form 5176, Form 5176BR, 
or Form 5176ICV. (MCL 
123.1356a(3))

By 20 Delivery 
of military and overseas 
absentee voter ballots must 
begin for the Aug. 4 primary. 
All requests received since 
Nov. 5, 2019, from a military 
or overseas voter must 
be honored for all 2020 
elections. (MCL 168.759a)

County clerks deliver absentee 
voter ballots for the Aug. 4 
primary to township clerks. 
(MCL 168.714)

25 through July 14. 
Precinct inspectors for the 
Aug. 4 primary appointed 
by township election 
commissions. (MCL 168.674)

By 30 Summer 
tax levy for school millage 
detail and tax roll. (MCL 
380.1613(4)(c)) Before  
June 30, the county treasurer 
or the treasurer of the school 
district or intermediate school 
district shall spread the taxes 
being collected.

Deadline for classification 
appeals to the STC. (MCL 
211.34c(6)) Appeal must be 
filed in writing on Form 2167 
by June 30. 

Township supervisor shall 
prepare and furnish the 
summer tax roll before  
June 30 to the township 
treasurer with supervisor’s 
collection warrant attached if 
summer school taxes are to be 
collected. (MCL 380.1612(1))
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Our township is interested in 
preparing a newsletter, but 
there is concern regarding 
what information may lawfully 

be contained in such a newsletter. Are 
there clear legal guidelines as to what 
may and may not be contained in the 
newsletter? 
MCL 41.110c allows a township board to expend money 
to prepare and circulate a newsletter “to disseminate 
information regarding township improvements, activities and 
functions.” This statute sets forth the basic parameters of a 
township’s authority to have a newsletter. What constitutes 
information regarding township improvements, activities 
and functions is liberally construed in favor of the township 
pursuant to the Michigan Constitution of 1963 (Art. VII, 
Sec. 34). A township newsletter may contain information 
regarding such things as water and sewer projects, street 
improvements and sidewalks, public building improvements, 
recreational programs, police and fire services, senior services, 
recycling and trash pick-up, township meeting dates and 
times, township committees, and other similar information. 

There is, however, one major pitfall to be avoided in 
publishing a township newsletter. While a township may 
expend funds on a newsletter, pursuant to the above-
referenced statute, a township may not expend public funds 
to advocate for the outcome of an election or ballot proposal. 
To this extent, a township may only provide unbiased 
information in a newsletter that would be relevant in helping 
township residents reach an informed judgment on a local 
election or ballot proposal. For example, a township could 
place proposed road millage ballot language in a newsletter 
and provide purely factual information regarding such things 
as the PASER ratings for the condition of the roads in the 
township. If a township wants to put factual information 
related to an election or ballot language in a newsletter, then 
the township attorney should review the information before 
it is disseminated. Penalties for knowingly violating this 
restriction are severe.

Our township has an on-call 
firefighter considering running 
for township trustee. Are these 
positions incompatible? 

Section 2 of the Incompatible Public Offices Act, Public 
Act 566 of 1978, MCL 15.181, et seq., provides that a 

Rob Thall, MTA Legal Counsel
Bauckham, Sparks, Thall, Seeber  
& Kaufman, PC

hello, MTA ... ? 

public officer or public employee shall not hold two or 
more incompatible offices at the same time. Incompatible 
offices are defined as those offices that, when the officials 
performing the duties of both those public offices, result in 
any of the following:

1. The subordination of one public office to another.
2. The supervision of one public office by another.
3. Breach of duty of a public office.  

A breach of duty arises when a public official holding 
dual offices cannot protect, advance or promote the 
interests of both offices simultaneously. For instance, 
one cannot be on both sides of an agreement. An 
abstention from voting is not enough and one of the 
offices must be vacated.

The term “public officer” includes a township trustee 
within the meaning of PA 566. Also, the term “public 
employee” includes township employees, such as an on-call 
firefighter. PA 566 applies to both public offices held by 
public officials and public employees. Township trustee  
and on-call firefighter are incompatible; however, there  
are certain exceptions in PA 566 that could be applicable.  
PA 566 does not:

Prohibit public officers or public employees of a city, 
village, township, or county having a population 
of less than 40,000 from serving, with or without 
compensation, as a firefighter, police chief, fire chief, 
police officer, or public safety officer in that city, village, 
township, or county if that firefighter, police chief, 
fire chief, police officer, or public safety officer is not a 
person who negotiates a collective bargaining agreement 
with the city, village, township, or county on behalf of 
the firefighters, police chiefs, fire chiefs, police officers, 
or public safety officers. (MCL 15.183(4)(b))
If your township population is less than 40,000, being 

trustee and an on-call firefighter is compatible, provided 
that the on-call firefighter is not a person who negotiates a 
collective bargaining agreement on behalf of the firefighters.

• Engineering 
• Surveying 
• Master Planning 
• GIS 
• Drafting 
• Environmental

Serving the 
Government 

Market in

Ryan Ysseldyke, P.E.  
Land Development Group Mgr.

616-392-5938 HollandEngineering.com
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Hello, MTA ... ? provides general information on typical questions asked by  
township officials. Readers are encouraged to contact an attorney when  
specific legal guidance is needed. Member township officials and personnel 
may contact MTA Member Information Services with questions or requests 
from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., weekdays, at (517) 321-6467 or fax (517) 321-8908.

MERS provides customized 
benefits to fit your workforce 
and your budget

• Retirement plans

• Other post-employment 
benefits

• Group life and disability 
insurance

Your Partner in RETIREMENT

www.mersofmich.com
800.767.MERS (6377)

Are there other employment 
considerations for an employee 
running for township trustee? 
The Political Activities by Public Employees 

Act, PA 169 of 1976, MCL 15.401, et seq., also impacts this 
situation. Under Section 3 of PA 169, unless contrary to a 
collective bargaining agreement, the township board may 
require an employee (such as an on-call firefighter) to take 
a leave of absence without pay when the employee complies 
with the candidacy filing requirements or 60 days before any 
election, whichever date is closer to the election. 

More importantly, Section 3 of PA 169 requires that 
once elected, the township employee shall resign or may be 
granted a leave of absence from the employment (on-call 
firefighter) during the elected term.

Is there any way for the newly 
elected trustee to continue to 
work as an on-call firefighter for 
the township?

The township board may assign “extra services,” such as 
the duties of an on-call firefighter, to a township board 

member, or in this case, a trustee. MCL 41.96 is known as 
the so-called “extra services” statute that allows a township 
to assign extra services to a township officer. It is our opinion 
that this statute grants a township board authority to assign 
additional duties to a township board member for which the 
board member may receive additional compensation as set 
by the township board. In reaching this conclusion, we rely 
not only on the language of the statute, but on the opinion 
of the Michigan Court of Appeals in Burton Township v. 
Speck, 1 Mich App 339; 136 NW2d 731 (1965), in which 
the court, noting the “wide latitude” conferred by this 
statutory provision, upheld township board action appointing 
individual township board members as commissioners of 
the police; fire; buildings, parks and grounds; and zoning 
regulation and enforcement, and authorizing compensation 
for these additional duties. 

Under this statute, the township board can assign an 
individual board member additional duties of serving as 
a township on-call firefighter and authorize additional 
compensation for the performance of those duties.
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Supplemental appropriations  
for COVID-19 efforts
The legislature and governor approved state funding to 
provide an effective response to COVID-19.

Two measures, Public Act 66 of 2020, sponsored by  
Sen. Jim Stamas (R-Midland Chtr. Twp.), and PA 67 of 
2020, sponsored by Rep. Shane Hernandez (R-Port Huron), 
together provide an additional $150 million of new funding 
to bolster the state’s response to the ongoing pandemic.  
PA 66 also included $14 million for reimbursements related 
to the March presidential primary. Both acts took effect on 
March 30, 2020. 

Townships can seek speed reductions 
during high water conditions 
To help prevent damage to public and private property along 
the shorelines in communities dealing with high water levels, 
three new public acts provide additional tools for townships. 
The new laws enable townships to seek temporary speed 
restrictions for watercraft during high water conditions. 

Public Acts 70 and 71 of 2020 (House Bills 5401 and 
5402), sponsored by Rep. Gary Eisen (R-St. Clair Twp.), 
allow the Michigan Department of Natural Resources (DNR), 
the county emergency management coordinator or the county 
sheriff to set temporary speed limits for 14 days and establish 
violation fines. An extension to the 14-day temporary permit 
can be granted prior to June 20 or after Aug. 31. A second 
extension is available but only if the township has applied for 
a new six-month speed reduction. The six-month temporary 
ordinance process was established under PA 72 of 2020  
(HB 5463), sponsored by Rep. Jim Lilly (R-Park Twp.), and 
must be approved by the DNR. 

The bills further allow the governor to establish restricted 
wake zones during a state of emergency. MTA supported all 
three bills, which became effective April 2, 2020.

inside Lansing Legislative and political updates—and 
the impact on local government

FOIA changes enacted
Townships may find the delivery of Freedom of Information 
Act (FOIA) requests easier to manage under two new public 
acts. 

Public Act 38 of 2020, 
sponsored by Rep. Brandt Iden 
(R-Oshtemo Twp.), requires 
public records be provided 
to a requestor on any form 
of non-paper physical media 
and in the actual and most 
reasonably economical cost of 
the non-paper physical media. 
It also permits a public body 
to charge the requestor for any 
form of non-paper physical 
media used. Public Act 36 of 
2020, sponsored by Rep. Steven 
Johnson (R-Wayland), allows an 
individual submitting a FOIA 
request to also request the way 
in which a response be made. 
Previously, FOIA did not specify 
the manner the public body was to use if it responds to a 
request by issuing a denial, seeking additional information, 
or extending the deadline to respond to the request; it only 
specified the response must be in writing and provided within 
a specified timeframe. 

PA 36 allows a person making a request to stipulate that 
the public body’s response be emailed, faxed or delivered by 
first-class mail. However, per an amendment MTA worked 
to obtain, this provision would not apply if the township does 
not have email capability. 

Both public acts took effect on March 3, 2020.

Schools can install temporary door 
barricade devices 
A new law requires local law enforcement and fire 
departments to be notified prior to the installation of any 
“temporary door barricade” devices by a school. 

Public Act 45 of 2020, sponsored by Rep. Scott VanSingel 
(R-Grant Twp.), allows temporary door-locking devices 
to be installed in school buildings. These devices, when 
engaged, can secure an entrance against a forced entry. 
The new law, effective June 1, 2020, requires notification 
to local law enforcement and fire departments prior to 
installation. If a school building has an existing temporary 
door-locking device or system installed before the effective 
date, the enforcing agency must approve it under certain 
circumstances.  
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Critical incident stress management 
services expanded
Eligibility for critical incident stress management (CISM) 
services has been expanded through the creation of a new 
definition for “stress or trauma” and an expansion of who can 
participate in CISM services. 

Public Act 48 of 2020, sponsored by Rep. Douglas 
Wozniak (R-Shelby Chtr. Twp.), now includes “individuals 
employed by or under contract with health facilities or 
agencies.” Before PA 48, only emergency response personnel, 
including law enforcement, firefighters, emergency 
services providers, dispatchers and emergency response 
communication employees, were eligible for these services. 
Also, PA 48 broadens the applicability by listing “stress or 
trauma” and allows a qualifying incident to be “a series of 
critical incidents” in addition to a single critical incident. 

This change will become effective on June 1, 2020. 

Counties can create program reducing 
redemption amount for delinquent property 
A new act allows counties to create a program to reduce the 
redemption amount for delinquent property under certain 
circumstances. Public Act 33 of 2020, sponsored by Rep. 
Wendell Byrd (D-Detroit), requires those counties utilizing 
the new provision to notify all local units of the tax foreclosure 

avoidance program. Townships and other local governments 
located in a county with a population of 1.5 million or more 
must provide written notification to the county within 21 days 
of receiving notice if they wish to opt out. If not, they are 
considered a participant until July 1, 2023. 

For townships and other local units located in a county 
with a population of less than 1.5 million, a written request 
to participate or “opt in” must be submitted to the county. 
Otherwise, said local units are not impacted. 

PA 33 took effect on March 2, 2020. 

Notices of QAAP assessments to be sent  
by Nov. 1
Ambulance providers that are assessed the qualified assurance 
assessment program (QAAP) assessments will now receive 
annual notifications by Nov. 1 each year from the state 
Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS). 

Public Act 35 of 2020, sponsored by Rep. Andrea 
Schroeder (R-Independence Chtr. Twp.), requires DHHS 
to send this new notification to each ambulance operation 
that will be assessed the quality assurance assessment. The 
act took effect on March 3, 2020, with the first annual 
notifications to be received by Nov. 1, 2020. 

Every ambulance provider in Michigan must participate in 
QAAP, which is aimed at helping ambulance providers draw 
additional federal Medicaid funds.
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inside Lansing

Legislative lowdown
A quick look at critical bills that MTA is following as they 

move through the legislative process. For a complete list, 
head to MTA’s “Legislative Action Center” on the members 
side of www.michigantownships.org, or look to our weekly and 
monthly enewsletters sent to all MTA member officials.

SB 14: Drinking water standards—Provides for maximum 
PFAS contaminant levels allowed for drinking water 
standards. MTA monitoring.

SB 19: Public employees and officers—Modifies population 
thresholds for contracts of public servants serving as public 
safety officers. MTA supports. 

SB 26, HBs 4025 & 4047: Property tax—Requires 
Michigan Tax Tribunal determinations to consider all three 
methods of appraisal in assessment disputes and prohibits 
deed restrictions on valuation of property. MTA supports.

SB 28: Motor fuel tax—Requires motor fuel tax to be 
dispersed to county where fuel is pumped. MTA monitoring.

SBs 31-32: Recreation passport—Expands current 
recreation passport program to include trails and state forest 
campgrounds. MTA monitoring.

SB 39: Property tax assessments—Excludes private deed 
restrictions from being considered by the Michigan Tax 
Tribunal if they substantially impair the highest and best use 
of property as compared to property subject to assessment. 
MTA supports. 

SB 46: Property tax assessments—Clarifies valuation of 
wind energy systems. MTA supports.

SB 54 & HB 4100: Historic preservation tax credit—
Restores the state historic preservation tax credit program. 
MTA supports.

SB 78: Elections—Requires ballot instructions to be 
printed on ballot. MTA monitoring.

SBs 79, 117 & 297: Elections—Revises procedure for 
returning absentee ballots for military personnel. MTA 
monitoring.

SB 104 & HB 4179: Open Meetings Act—Allows 
additional remedies for noncompliance to include attorney 
fees and allows a one-year window during which civil actions 
may be brought. MTA opposes. 

SB 431: Local preemption—Prohibits local regulations of 
certain conditions under zoning ordinance for mining permit 
approval. MTA opposes. 

SBs 518-519: Transportation—Provides for the allocation 
of federal aid funding to MDOT and directs non-federal aid 
funds to local road agencies. MTA monitoring. 

SB 521: Transportation funding—Requires local road 
agencies to identify funding sources for new roads, including 
maintenance, when adding new infrastructure or planned 
developments. MTA monitoring.

SB 522: Transportation—Establishes a local road agency 
advocate to the Transportation Asset Management Council. 
MTA supports.

SB 714: Erosion control—Allows for the construction of 
temporary erosion control structures without a permit under 
certain conditions. MTA monitoring.

SB 719: Local government—Allows elected officials to 
hold meetings and to place constituent services information 
in certain local government offices. MTA opposes. 

SBs 725-726: Delinquent property taxes—Revises and 
expands delinquent property tax notification information 
required to be sent and allows a foreclosing governmental unit 
to withhold or cancel property for which a payment was made 
for taxes levied after the levy of taxes on property subject to 
foreclosure under specific conditions. MTA supports. 

SB 756: Elections—Allows election inspectors appointed 
to absent voter counting boards to work in shifts in townships 
with a population of 10,000 or more active registered voters. 
MTA supports. 

SB 757: Elections—Allows for the pre-processing of 
absent voter ballots the day prior to election in townships 
with a population of 10,000 or more active registered 
voters and sets requirements for absent voter ballot secrecy 
containers. MTA supports.

HB 4030: Special assessments—Allows townships the 
option to allocate the cost of maintenance or improvement for 
private roads on a pro rata frontage basis to landowners in the 
special assessment district. MTA supports.

HB 4035: Local preemption—Prohibits local regulation of 
dogs based upon breed or perceived breed. MTA opposes.

HB 4046: Land use/zoning preemption—Limits local 
zoning regulation of vacation rentals and short-term rentals. 
MTA opposes.

HB 4083: Sanctuary cities—Prohibits local laws that 
prevent local officials from cooperating with federal authorities 
regarding an individual’s immigration status. MTA opposes.

HB 4095: Land use/zoning preemption—Preempts local 
zoning authority for child foster care institutions for a state- 
licensed facility up to 10 children. MTA opposes. 

HB 4185: Destruction of property—Adds willfully and 
maliciously destroying or damaging the real property of a 
fire, sheriff or police department to the current prohibition 
regarding a fire or police department’s personal property. 
MTA supports.
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HB 4268 & SB 163: Broadband personal property 
exemption—Creates a personal property tax exemption for 
new broadband equipment that resolves lack of broadband 
service. MTA opposes.

HBs 4389-4391: Firefighting foam—Requires specific 
reporting requirements to the state when firefighting foam 
containing PFAS is used, and sets minimum training and 
certification standards regarding use of firefighting foam and 
PFAS. MTA monitoring. 

HB 4454: Unlawful dumping—Revises criminal penalties 
and civil fines for unlawful dumping of garbage. MTA 
supports.

HBs 4554-4563: Short-term rental—Creates the Short-
term Rental Promotion Act requiring registry of short-term 
rentals and retains local zoning authority. MTA supports.

HB 4691: Municipal stormwater utilities—Creates a 
new act to provide for and authorize a fee for municipal 
stormwater utilities. MTA supports.

HB 4692: Drains and sewers—Specifies rainfall levels 
and what constitutes a sewage system defect for liability for 
overflow or backups. MTA supports.

HB 4750 & SB 400: Lead—Requires testing and 
disclosure of lead in water systems. MTA monitoring.

HBs 4775-4776: Recreation passport fees—Modifies the 
distribution of recreation passport fee revenue and increases 
the percentage to the Local Public Recreation Facilities 
Fund. MTA supports.

HB 4800: Transportation funding—Allocates a portion of 
revenue from vehicle registration fees to the township, city 
or village where registrant resides for road funding. MTA 
supports.

HBs 4963-4964: Transportation funding—Allows a  
county, city or township to ask voters to create a local gas tax 
and/or a local add-on to their driver registration fees. MTA 
supports.

HB 4965: Transportation funding—Modifies allocations for 
certain expenditures by county road agency for primary and 
local roads to provide more flexibility. MTA neutral.

HB 4971: Transportation—Requires the Transportation 
Asset Management Council to evaluate roads throughout the 
state for “right-sizing” and to work with local road agencies to 
ensure infrastructure is not overbuilt. MTA monitoring.

HBs 5024-5025: Property tax/special assessment—Allows 
authority for townships to establish a millage or special 
assessment for mosquito abatement. MTA supports.

HB 5031: Elections—Expands polling place locations to 
include a privately owned building. MTA monitoring. 

HB 5032: Elections—Increases allowable precinct size, 
allows for precinct consolidation at certain elections by 
adding primary elections and requires permanent absent voter 
list. MTA monitoring. 

HB 5119: Planning commission—Expands eligibility for 
membership to allow volunteers, police officers, firefighters 
and medical first responders to serve on a planning 
commission of a local unit of government. MTA opposes. 

HB 5123: Elections—Requires absent voter counting 
boards in cities and townships with more than one election 
precinct. MTA monitoring.

HB 5141: Elections—Allows a municipality to enter into 
an agreement with the county or one or more municipalities 
to establish an absent voter counting board. MTA supports.

HB 5197: Construction document retention—Allows 
municipalities to reproduce certain construction documents in 
electronic or digital format and dispose of original documents 
as long as specific conditions are met. MTA supports. 

HB 5247: Elections—Allows township board elections to 
be nonpartisan with the approval of voters. MTA supports. 

HB 5305: Land use—Modifies local zoning regulation and 
permitting of mining operations. MTA supports.

HB 5312: Freedom of Information Act—Prohibits a public 
body from charging any fee for production of records, and 
modifies the number of days to respond and produce records 
to 10 calendar days. MTA opposes.

HB 5673: Special assessments—Allows townships to 
create special assessment districts for communications 
infrastructure including broadband and high-speed internet. 
MTA supports.
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Navigating  
high waters

“Our township is kind of unique,” Bryson said of the 
community that includes long stretches of both St. Clair 
River and Lake St. Clair shoreline. “We have a lot of 
islands, channels, canals and bays. We actually have 140 
miles of coastline in our township.”

Michigan is experiencing its wettest period on record, 
and 2019 shattered records for high water levels on most 
of the Great Lakes—a trend that has continued in 2020. 
These unprecedented levels impact the majority of property 
owners—more than 60 percent—in Bryson’s township.

It’s a topic that residents discuss with him “every day,” 
he said. “Sometimes, it’s three times in an hour. They’re 
wondering what they can do to protect their property. 
How high is it going to go? Nobody really knows. It’s like 
forecasting the weather.”

These record-high levels impact Michigan communities, 
and their residents, in all corners of the state—from 
southeast Michigan up to the Keweenaw Peninsula. Along 
the shoreline, storms and waves are causing massive erosion. 
And inland, lakes, waterways and farmlands are flooding.

Just seven years ago, shoreline communities across the 
state were in crisis mode as Lakes Michigan and Huron set 
new record-low water levels. Projections at the time pointed 
to lower and lower water levels, with no end in sight, with 
concerns that Michigan’s boating and commercial shipping 
economy would be at risk. 

Now, we find ourselves in the polar opposite situation. 
So, what happened?

Where is all this water coming from?
To fully understand these high water levels, one must first 
examine what drives water levels in the Great Lakes basin. 
All of the water that enters the Great Lakes comes from 
precipitation, of course, in the form of all the rain and snow 
that falls on the lakes themselves. In addition, the majority of 
the water that falls within the total watershed runs through 
our storm drains and across the fields into streams, rivers and, 
ultimately, into the Great Lakes. 

On the flip side is, where does the water go? The vast 
majority of water that leaves the Great Lakes is not flowing 
downstream over Niagara Falls and out through the Saint 
Lawrence Seaway, or through the locks in Chicago, but rather 
through evaporation. The interaction of precipitation and 
evaporation affects every body of water in Michigan, including 
the inland kettle lakes—lakes formed by glaciers with no natural 
outlets—that are now overflowing with water and flooding 
countless waterfront and low-lying properties. 

Compounding the problem is, that after five years of 
record-high precipitation, our water tables are higher than 
ever and there is very little capacity in the soil for absorbing 
additional rainfall—resulting in higher run-off rates than in 
the past.

“The sponge is full,” is how Jerrod Sanders describes the 
current situation. Sanders is assistant director of the Water 
Resources Division of the state Department of Environment, 
Great Lakes, and Energy (EGLE). 

Clay Township (St. Clair Co.) Supervisor Artie Bryson calls his 
township “ground zero” for flooding issues due to the record-setting 
high water levels that the state is—and has been—facing.
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“The entire state is saturated, which leads to impacts in 
other areas,” Sanders told more than 750 participants during 
the Michigan High Water Action Team’s first high water 
town hall on March 26, which was held virtually due to the 
COVID-19 outbreak. “There is no place left to store water, so 
we are seeing impacts everywhere.” 

For a variety of reasons, including relative water and air 
temperatures and higher dew points, there has also been 
much less evaporation recently. Until there is an extended 
period of drier weather, there will not be any significant 
declines in Great Lakes or inland water levels. 

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) has tracked 
official water levels on the Great Lakes since 1918. In that 
century-plus, we have seen static water levels—measured 
in feet above sea level—as low as 576.02 feet in 2013 and 
as high as 582.35 feet in 1986, for a range of water levels of 
approximately six feet. In March, the USACE announced  
that Lakes Superior, Michigan and Huron (which are 
combined for USACE water level purposes), and Erie all set 
new records for the month of February. Lakes Michigan-
Huron and Erie also set high record levels for the month of 
March, as did Lake St. Clair. 

Great Lakes high water has been a nationwide issue over 
the past year, according to Deanna Apps, a physical scientist 
with the Detroit District of the USACE who also presented 
at EGLE’s recent high water town hall. Apps noted that 
record-high levels on Lake Michigan-Huron were seen in 
February 2020 when levels were six inches above the previous 

record set in 1986, and will remain through August, but will 
then likely drop below those levels. 

Looking at historic data, water levels have been this high 
before, and the best climate science available currently does not 
suggest that the water levels will continue to rise significantly 
above the long-term range—though Apps notes that while it 
may not be likely, it is a possibility. What we likely can expect, 
however, is greater water level volatility—with levels rising and 
falling more quickly and more often than seen previously.

On a yearly basis, the water level generally rises and falls 
about 12 inches, peaking in late summer and reaching its 
lowest point in winter. There have been extended periods of 
relatively high and low water that often last 10 or 15 years, 
with a long-term annual average of 578.84 feet. 

Apps stressed at the town hall that while water levels on 
all Great Lakes started 2020 higher than in 2019, some are 
forecast to peak below 2019 levels. Lakes Michigan-Huron 
and Superior, however, are predicted to peak above 2019 
levels. We will continue to see the impacts of high water well 
into 2020. “This will be a long duration event,” she said.

A flood of impacts
The impacts of the current high water situation are far 
reaching. From the dangerous and dramatic—blufftop homes 
threatening to tumble into the waters of Lake Michigan 
due to massive shoreline erosion—to the expensive and 
inconvenient—roadways crumbling and under water—all 
areas of the state are experiencing the fallout. 
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Erosion and flooding issues
Townships around the state are seeing the impacts of erosion, 
according to an MTA survey of our members sent this 
March about how high water is impacting their community 
and residents. Erosion makes shorelines unstable, threatening 
homes and private property like docks and sheds, and losing 
personal beachfront. Survey respondents noted that their 
township property is also at risk, with the situation damaging 
and hampering access to public facilities like boat ramps, 
parks, beaches, stairs and boardwalks, and flooding and 
damaging—or even collapsing—roadways and walkways.

The issue can impact communities in smaller—yet still 
important—ways, hampering access to quality of life amenities 
that draw both residents and visitors to the water- and lakefront 
communities. Evangeline Township (Charlevoix Co.) is 
situated on Lake Charlevoix, which is hydraulically attached 
to Lake Michigan-Huron. The township shoreline includes 
both Young State Park and residential neighborhoods. The 
state park has experienced significant beach and shoreline 
erosion issues along its western-facing shores. 

This impacted visitors to the park—and thus the area, 
according to Supervisor James Howell, who told MTA that 
“the beach and campsites along the south-facing shoreline 
and in the interior of the campgrounds were closed last 
summer due to the high water levels and elevated ground 

water.” It is uncertain if the campground, which is currently 
closed due to COVID-19, will re-open this year.

A Holland Charter Township (Ottawa Co.) park on 
Lake Macatawa has been partially unusable due to the rising 
water, including a playground area that has been underwater 
for more than a year. A floating dock installed with a 
handicap-accessible kayak launch has also been unusable 
because it was partially submerged, and had to be removed. 
It likely will not be re-installed this recreational season. Lake 
Macatawa is a drowned river mouth to Lake Michigan, 
explained township Manager Steve Bulthuis, so water levels 
on the nearby Lake Michigan greatly impact the smaller, 
inland lake.

The township has also experienced some erosion at its 
Dunton Park as well, which includes two piers. “We have 
had to armor the lake side of one pier with rock or riprap in 
an effort to minimize erosion,” he said. 

The township’s property does not include the high dunes 
for which Lake Michigan is so well known, so where the 
parkland meets the lake, there is not a large grade difference 
between water level and the land. The high water is covering 
boardwalks along the water’s edge, and waves and debris have 
damaged the lighting along the boardwalk. 

“It’s been a constant battle,” Bulthuis said, noting that 
the township has been lucky, thus far, in not having to spend 
exorbitant amounts in its fight against high water.

Beyond damage to lighting systems, flooding of electrical 
systems in marinas and on inland lakes where powered boat 
lifts and lights have been installed can result in the risk of 
electric shock drowning caused by stray current entering the 
water in these situations. Power shut-off to any facility where 
electrical distribution equipment and junction boxes are 
submerged must be considered. 

When severe storms come up, the combination of high 
water and erosion are compounded, with greater flooding 
and further damage. Property flooding along bodies of water 
is occurring throughout the state, including when rivers, 
streams and creeks overflow into the crawl spaces, basements, 
garages and the first floors of waterfront homes. According 
to MTA’s high water survey, flooding—both residential 
and township parks, marinas and other facilities—was the 
primary issue with which our members are battling.

Bryson says in his township, property owners are all too 
experienced with flooding. “A lot of people wear boots to go 
out in their yard, get into their car or go to their mailbox. 
We call them ‘Harsens Island tennis shoes,’ ” he said, after an 
island community in the township. “Their whole property just 
flooded out, and water is in their houses and garages.”  

One township noted in MTA’s survey that the saturated 
ground cannot support trees, which are falling and causing 
further, potentially dangerous damage—taking out power 
lines, blocking roads, damaging homes and plugging ditches 
with debris.

MTA part of state ‘High Water Team’
MTA joined local, state 

and federal officials as part 
of Michigan’s first High Water 
Coordinating Summit, held this 
winter, to collaborate and share 
resources to respond to public 
health and safety challenges. 

Summit participants—
including MTA District 13 
Director Tom Paige, Executive 
Director Neil Sheridan and 
Director of Member Information 
Services Michael Selden—

agreed to form the “Michigan High Water Action Team,” an 
ad hoc team focused on identifying available assets for high 
water incidents and helping coordinate communication between 
agencies and local governments to keep residents informed. 

"High water and erosion issues are placing our 
infrastructure and personal property at risk, and will negatively 
impact the seasons for two of Michigan's most important 
industries: agriculture and tourism. State and federal 
governments are working to protect local communities and 
share resources for assistance," Sheridan said. 

The action team has held two virtual town halls—the first in 
March and the second on April 28. Watch MTA publications 
for updates on future town halls. 
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According to the state Department of Transportation, it could cost more 
than $100 million for the state to complete comprehensive roadwork in 
certain areas if high waters were to continue.  

Roadways under water
Where some communities, and the state, are spending a great 
deal of money to handle the high water impact is on roads—
both state trunkline and local roads, inland and along the 
shoreline, and all across the state. 

In early April, the County Road Association of Michigan 
(CRA) issued a report of estimated damage figures to road 
infrastructure caused by high water levels in the 41 counties 
with Great Lakes shoreline. CRA’s data showed that of the 
38 responding counties, their engineering staff peg current 
damage at $37.4 million, in 133 locations, and totaling  
16 miles of pavement or right-of-way that require immediate 
restoration. The total impact on the county road system rises 
to 73 miles when considering intersection-to-intersection 
detours around these locations.

The Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT)
is currently tracking 40 locations of roadways, from Wayne 
County to the Upper Peninsula, impacted by high water. 
According to MDOT Bureau of Development Director Brad 
Wieferich, MDOT has already spent more than $5 million 
to make repairs or keep roads open and safe. 

In the long term, however, it could cost more than  
$100 million to complete comprehensive work if high waters 
were to continue. This could be a massive undertaking, 
including buying property and moving roads inland—likely 
impacting other road and bridge projects.

This is an area Bryson knows all too well. “We’ve had 
roads completely underwater,” he said, noting that last year, 
eight local roads were submerged. “It took 80 drain plugs and 
pumps to remove the water to keep the roads open.” 

In Saugatuck Township (Allegan Co.), which is 
experiencing severe shoreline erosion, segments of the 
township’s Lakeshore Drive had to be closed for several 
months, leaving more than 12 homes without access. While 
the roadway has since been reopened, “other roads are being 
regularly monitored for safety,” noted Manager Griffin 
Graham. “The township will continue to work with residents 
and area partners on this issue and attempt to find short- and 
long-term solutions, which likely includes building a new local 
road.”

 Sanders also noted coinciding public health and safety 
issues, if roads or other infrastructure are not accessible for 
emergency services.

Bryson agreed, sharing that, “we’ve actually had 12 fire 
hydrants completely under water. We had a sea wall built all 
around them, pumped out the water, raised the hydrants up, 
and filled the area with sand or dirt.” 

Even when the roads in Clay Township are not covered in 
water, the high water table is evident at all times. “When the 
surface of our roads is only six inches above the water level, 
you can actually see the roads move up and down when heavy 
trucks go over it,” Bryson said.  

Even access to facilities like boat ramps could allow water 
to enter adjacent roadways and parking areas, potentially 
causing damage to roadway pavement due to extended 
flooding. Some communities may consider closing such water 
access facilities, which while inconvenient, can help ease the 
damage to the roads. 

Water and wastewater issues
When the “sponge is full,” as Sanders puts it, there is very 
little capacity for the land to absorb new rainfall—which 
means more surface runoff leading to increased flooding in 
streams and rivers. Storm sewers can be overwhelmed, and 
sanitary sewer systems can also be inundated. The chances 
for combined sewer overflows is increased, putting pathogens 
in the water and potentially leading to beach closures and 
other health issues. In areas without municipal sewers, septic 
systems can get saturated and cease functioning properly, and 
septic fields can become flooded. 

Clay Township has made critical investments in its 
wastewater treatment plant to accommodate for high water 
issues. “We had a lot of infiltration with the high water,” 
Bryson noted. “We’re repairing leaks where we’re in heavy 
infiltration, securing manhole covers, making sure that the 
new gaskets are tied down and not leaking because they’re 
actually underwater.” 

Farm fields flooded
It’s not just the state’s recreation industry that is impacted 
by the record-setting water levels. Michigan’s second biggest 
industry—agriculture—is also suffering. Flooded farm fields 
led to delayed planting in 2019, and according to a June 2019 
Crain’s Detroit article, Michigan farmers had only planted 
63 percent of planned corn seeds and 43 percent of soybean 
seeds by early June last summer, with experts warning 
farmers that wet seasons may be the new normal. 
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In MTA’s high water survey, township officials, too, 
noted the impact on the agriculture industry—saying that the 
full impact is yet unknown. When area drains are flooded, 
those waters can flow into the fields, leaving them saturated 
with standing water. The flooded farmland can in turn impact 
an area’s waterways, as noted by one MTA survey respondent 
who said that his community is “a lake community in the 
center of farmlands.” 

When the farm fields drain, the run-off feeds ditches and 
channels that use the township’s lake as a watershed. The 
result—coupled with boat wakes breaking down the shore, 
and the spring thaw and rains—is even greater erosion. And, 
with the water essentially having no where to go, it takes 
much longer for the flooding to recede.

A hit on local economies
Small inland lakes that have attracted cottage owners from 
across the Midwest for more than 100 years are feeling the 
effects of flooding, especially kettle lakes. Texas Charter 
Township (Kalamazoo Co.) has several kettle lakes with 
water levels three to five feet above normal, according to 
Supervisor John Hinkle. “We have more than 160 homes 
that are flooded and pumping water 24/7, and roughly 20 
homes that have been abandoned,” he said, saying that the 
township has spent $1.7 million on a pumping system to help 
provide immediate relief with the overwhelming water levels.

“After reducing water levels by about two feet, we have 
lost over half of the gain by the higher than normal rains 
since September,” Hinkle said.

The collapse of buildings, and other structures like docks, 
stairs and sheds, into the water is more than simply property 
loss, noted Sanders. Debris in the water is hazardous for 
boats and other watercraft, as well as swimmers, and will 
impact recreation on the water as we enter the summer 
months. This impact on recreation and tourism is not limited 
to just the Great Lakes, but inland areas as well. 

This, in turn, dampens local economies. Dewey Lake, 
one of several kettle lakes in the Sister Lakes community in 
Cass County, is surrounded by historic cottages under threat 
due to flooding. With nowhere to pump the water, residents 
can only wait for the sun to come out and warmer winds 
and temperatures to bring more evaporation. The public 
boat launch is fully submerged, with half of the parking area 
under water, which means fewer visitors coming to the area 
to fish and water ski. Fewer visitors means fewer guests in 
restaurants and fewer customers at local shops. Add these 
up, lake by lake, township by township, and the economic 
impacts will be significant.

Wake damage
Residents along Dewey Lake are also dealing with an all-
too-familiar issue: with the higher water levels flooding the 
shoreline, every boat that comes by—especially wakeboard 
boats designed to throw large wakes—causes more damage to 
the properties along the water’s edge. 

This is a familiar scene in Clay Township as well, which 
“is on the American side of the largest fresh water delta in the 
Northern Hemisphere, and we have all kinds of channels,” 
Bryson explained. “On any given nice summer day or weekend, 
a lot of boats go by, and residents’ homes get pounded by boat 
waves. Last year, waves were actually breaking over the sea wall 
and lapping up against people’s homes.” 

Bryson is hopeful that new laws allowing for temporary 
lowered speed limits on waterways will help (see page 18 for 
details on these new laws). 

“It’s really frustrating when a homeowner puts up a bunch 
of sandbags to protect their home, and big cruisers go by and 
throw a wake that literally picks up the sandbags and washes 
them away,” said Bryson, who testified in support of the bills 
before the House Natural Resources and Outdoor Recreation 
Committee. “It’s not fun putting down sandbags and filling 
them. It’s backbreaking work. You think you’ve got it right, 
and then you see it all washed away in a matter of minutes.”

He doesn’t want to curtail recreation, but also hopes the 
new laws can balance that with protecting property owners. 

“I'm a boater,” he said. “The last thing we want to do 
is curtail the boats in the river. But if it’s ruining people’s 
private property, we really don’t have a choice.”

Working with residents to minimize impacts
It’s up to private property owners to take action to protect 
their property. EGLE recommends that homeowners move 
structures, including homes, back from the shoreline—a 
massive undertaking—or as a short-term fix, install shore 

When severe storms come up, the combination of high water and erosion 
are compounded, with greater flooding and further damage. Property 
flooding along bodies of water is occurring throughout the state, 
including when rivers, streams and creeks overflow into the crawl spaces, 
basements, garages and the first floors of waterfront homes. 
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protection at the shoreline. Such activities would almost 
certainly require an EGLE permit. EGLE has taken actions 
to protect homes and critical infrastructure, including 
issuing emergency and expedited permits. In the most dire 
situations, homeowners and contractors can contact EGLE 
to request after-the-fact permitting for actions that are 
needed immediately to prevent failures. 

In 2019, EGLE issued 730 Great Lakes Shoreline permits. 
In the first six months of its fiscal year, it has already issued 
more than 1,000 permits—and emergency work is likely to 
continue, even under the COVID-19 “Stay Home, Stay Safe” 
executive order. 

In Evangeline Township, numerous residential properties 
have been granted permits from both the USACE and EGLE 
to install riprap barriers to prevent further problems from high 
water wind and wave actions. Across the tip of the Lower 
Peninsula in Rogers Township (Presque Isle Co.), Supervisor 
Randall Smolinski noted that four homeowners have obtained 
permits to install fill stone for erosion control, but “we expect 
more of this in the coming months as seasonal and second 
homeowners return to the area,” he said. 

According to EGLE, there are no state or federal 
assistance programs to help individuals manage erosion 
caused by high water levels. That’s why townships across the 
state are stepping in to assist their residents—by providing 
supplies, advice or information for available resources. 

Bryson does his best to ensure residents are informed 
about how to protect their property, visiting their homes 
personally to share advice and insights. “I have a lot of 
experience in this area,” he said. “Residents will ask me to 
come look at their house. ‘What do you think we should do, 
Artie?’ ‘What is the best way?’ We’re trying to get people to 
put in berms, sandbags or whatever to protect their homes.” 

The township also distributes information to various 
resources, like the Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA), which offers flood insurance and will reimburse 
residents up to $1,000 for the cost of sandbags, sand and 
even labor to deploy them. “A lot of people don’t realize 
that,” Bryson said.

Many townships that responded to MTA’s high water 
survey supply or sell sandbags and sand to residents—
sometimes bringing in sand by the truckload. The sandbags 
can be laid along the water, or near the house to protect 
from water entering. Last year, Clay Township distributed 
more than 600,000 sandbags—sometimes as many as 10,000 
sandbags per day. Water still seeped into some residents’ 
homes, despite their and the township’s best efforts.

Erosion, coupled with the high water, is causing breeches 
over sea walls—further compounding the property damage, 
and often leaving residents feeling helpless as they watch 
their efforts prove futile or be washed away. “When we get 
a good wind out of the southwest, that’s what really kills it,” 
Bryson said. “It will push our water levels up a good eight 
inches. If you’re on the coast of the bay or the lake, we’ll have 
four- or five-foot waves pounding over people’s sea walls.”

Efforts like berming, pumps and water diversion tubes 
can also help combat flooding waters. Residents undertake 
the costs—sometimes which are exorbitant—to protect their 

property. In Hayes Township (Otsego Co.), Supervisor 
Mary Sanders says that some residents “have paid dearly to 
preserve their lake property and to take steps to preserve a 
safe lake home or cottage,” noting that one resident spent 
$20,000 for berming and “ultra sump pumping.”

Bryson always recommends that people put their 
belongings in their garages and basements off the floor, 
especially important because FEMA flood insurance only 
covers the structure—not the contents—of a home or 
building. He also notes that flooding events are not limited to 
spring and summer months, and until this time of high water 
recedes, tells residents to leave barricades up year-round. 

“We can have a water event in winter from an ice jam that 
would cause the river to back up,” he said. “I stress to people 
to leave them up until the water table goes down, and is back 
to normal.” 

Other strategies for protecting shorelines can include 
vertical sheet pile walls made of steel or other materials, 
armor stone revetments made of rock, and beach 
nourishment of natural shorelines. EGLE typically requires 
placement of armor stone in front of any vertical wall, as the 
vertical walls by themselves tend to cause increased scour in 
front of the wall, and increased erosion on the neighbor’s 
property, by reflecting and transferring wave energy. Properly 
engineered armor stone revetments are often a preferred 
solution, as they reduce wave energy and are very durable, 
cost effective, and have a much lower environmental impact, 
especially in critical dune areas. 

Working together to create resilient shorelines
Among the best strategies for combatting shoreline issues is 
planning ahead and building partnerships with neighboring 
communities and private landowners to collaborate on 
strategies for dealing with erosion and flooding. 

Among EGLE’s recommendations to property owners 
is to help create a resilient shoreline, a longer term, more 
strategic approach to replicate the natural processes that led to 
the formation of our dunes and beaches over time. The sand 
along our shorelines is constantly moving through a process 
called littoral drift. When we build structures out into the 
water, such as the large piers at major harbors, or the smaller 
groynes that were more common in the past, this drift pattern 
is interrupted. This is why you often see larger beaches on one 
side of a pier than the other. The littoral drift is interrupted, 
and the sand is trapped on the upstream side. When this 
occurs, areas downstream are starved of replenishing sand and 
the risk of erosion is significantly increased. 

In some cases, the sand moving downstream is directed 
offshore by the formation of these beaches into deeper water, 
where it then drops out of the normal littoral drift process 
and can be lost from the shoreline forever. The USACE 
regularly places dredged sand on the beaches downstream of 
their piers during channel maintenance projects to mitigate 
these impacts. 

One group of communities has come together to help 
accomplish nourishment projects to safeguard the shoreline 
in their area. The New Buffalo Shoreline Alliance is a 
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nonprofit organization formed to preserve and protect the 
beaches and shoreline of Lake Michigan in New Buffalo 
Township (Berrien Co.), and the neighboring cities of New 
Buffalo and Grand Beach. The alliance has been working 
for several years to identify a long-term strategy for funding 
and implementing innovative strategies for protecting the 
shoreline of their community, the community’s water intake 
structures, and the beaches, which are the lifeblood of their 
economy. 

Explained Michelle Heit, New Buffalo Township 
supervisor, “Our beaches south of the harbor have been 
sand-starved. Homes have fallen in over the years and the 
water intake plant in the city, close to the township line, is 
in jeopardy. High lake levels are exasperating a problem that 
was already there.”

Heit fears that it won’t take much to put more property 
owners at risk. “We have a condo complex and homes that 
have lost several feet of bluff just from a couple storms this 
fall,” she said. “I worry that one more storm could put several 
homes in immediate danger.”

Alliance strategies include a major beach nourishment 
project that would utilize sand dredged from the deeper 
waters of Lake Michigan, and placement of offshore rock 
structures that would be carefully shaped and placed to direct 
the natural currents to deposit sand on shore in appropriate 
locations. The alliance is working hard to build a coalition 
of public and private entities to work with EGLE and the 
USACE to add more tools to the toolbox for protecting 
public and private shorelines alike.

Many forward-thinking communities are taking another 
look at their zoning ordinances and setback requirements to 
minimize the risk of one property owner building a home or 
structure in a location that will require shoreline protection that 
will have a negative impact on their neighbors. Fort Gratiot 
Charter Township (St. Clair Co.), for example, is working 
with EGLE’s Michigan Coastal Management Program to 
provide information to update its master plan. Everything 
we do on the water’s edge has an impact on neighboring 
properties, and it can make more sense for townships and 
property owners to work together to implement continuous 
shoreline protection strategies that cross property lines. 

Working with neighboring municipalities, EGLE and 
the USACE can help townships feel connected, receive 
timely information, and make the best decisions for their 
community and residents. 

“We’ve had a very good collective response from units 
of government, talking to them about what they are doing 
and making sure we are aware of actions they are taking,” 
Bulthuis said. “Our county and other resources have been 
very good in terms of letting us know what they are doing 
and what information they are able to provide us.” 

Bulthuis said that as his township continues to contend 
with high water issues, he stays on top of trends and data 

with estimates from the USACE. “There continues to be 
important conversations and actions happening at both the 
national and the state level to try and mitigate the issues,” 
he continued. “We feel very supported, and I think there has 
been an appropriate response to the challenges that we face.”

The financial impact
It can be difficult to even put a price on the impact that this 
statewide issue has had, for state agencies and industries, 
townships serving residents, making repairs and addressing 
issues, and taxpayers safeguarding their homes and property. 
In MTA’s member survey, some townships have not yet been 
able to put a dollar figure on the impact. One Bay County 
township, however, reported spending more than $400,000 
on drain repairs and maintenance alone, plus labor. 

There is currently very little in the way of public grant 
funding available to help townships and other municipalities 
respond to these issues. As reported in MTA’s Township 
Insights enewsletter, Gov. Whitmer has proposed $40 million 
in emergency funding to help communities dealing with “the 
negative impacts of Michigan’s changing climate conditions,” 
related to shoreline flooding and erosion. Michigan’s 
congressional delegation to Washington, D.C., including 
Rep. Fred Upton and Sen. Debbie Stabenow, are pushing the 
Safer Harbors for Our Recreation Economy Act, which would 
direct the USACE and federal Office of Management and 
Budget to account for recreational harbors when considering 
the cost and benefits for harbor maintenance projects. 

Compounding the challenges with high water is that 
the demand for shoreline protection, expansion of flood 
control measures and infrastructure repairs is more than the 
construction contracting community can provide. With the 
higher demand comes higher prices for quality work.

In the MTA survey, several townships noted that they 
have passed a resolution or declaration of emergency or 
shoreline disaster, or a resolution seeking consideration for 
assistance due to high water levels and its impact. Shared 
with state and federal lawmakers and agencies, these actions 
can help support or provide needed documentation for 
requests for assistance. Some municipalities are considering 
banding together to seek a declaration of emergency from 
Gov. Whitmer for their areas. Unfortunately, a challenge 
with disaster declaration funding is that it is generally used 
for distinct incidents such as a tornado or hurricane, rather 
than an environmental issue years in the making.

Harrison Charter Township (Macomb Co.) made an 
emergency declaration last year after Lake St. Clair reached 
its highest-ever levels. The declaration allowed additional 
spending and authorized the township to take flood control 
measures on private property in certain instances, according 
to Supervisor Ken Verkest, who noted the township 
has spent some $300,000 on prevention costs, including 
sandbags, pumps, hoses and other supplies.
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Greg Weykamp, President, 
Edgewater Resources, 
and Jenn Fiedler, MTA 
Communications Director
Contact Weykamp at gweykamp@
edgewaterresources.com or  
(269) 408-6562, or visit  
www.edgewaterresources.com.

The financial impact of the on-going high water crisis 
on Clay Township is far-reaching, Bryson noted. Local 
businesses are suffering, because failing septic systems keep 
people from their summer cottages. Property taxes have seen 
a slight hit, though “not drastically yet, but that always looms 
there,” he said. “Last year, we spent around 25 percent of our 
general fund on [high water issues]. We had planned on it 
being $100,000, but it ended up at $450,000.”

This year, the township may have to spend as much 
money—or more. “We are spending a lot more money trying 
to lessen the impact on our residents,” Bryson said. “If the 
levels are four inches higher than last year, we’ll have a wider 
area impacted. We may have another three or four roads we’ll 
have to deal with. Parts of M-29 could be underwater. We’ll 
have to bring in more gravel and materials to build it up just 
so people can access their homes. 

“It’s frustrating, because there are a lot of other things we 
could be spending our time and money on,” he continued. “The 
township received a state Department of Natural Resources 
Trust Fund Grant for a nature park and kayak launch, and the 
money we set aside to develop that park went to high water 
relief. We virtually have had to put everything else on hold.” 

What happens next?
Whatever your thoughts are on the causes of climate change, 
there is no doubt that our climate is changing. Communities 
must learn to become more resilient and flexible in the face 
of more frequent and severe storms, and water levels that are 

expected to rise and fall more often and more quickly than 
they have in the past. 

And while we need to prepare for more flooding this year, 
we must also be careful to not overreact and start building 
everything as if the waters will keep rising forever. Moderate, 
common-sense strategies would include incorporating 
more flexibility in the design of future infrastructure, and 
consideration of selecting building sites and locating facilities 
with an additional six to 12 inches of elevation. 

Just seven years ago, the Great Lakes waters were nearly 
six feet lower than today—and levels will likely be that 
low again, possibly sooner than we could believe today. 
What goes up must come down, and there are actions that 
townships, and other regional and state agencies, can take to 
create a more sustainable future for our residents. 

“To the extent possible, we’ll try to mitigate the negative 
impacts of high water,” Bulthuis said. “In the end, we are 
dealing with Mother Nature here, and she is going to do 
what she wants.”  

Bradley A. Fowler Mark E. Nettleton
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‘Critical to the vitality 
and vibrance of 

Michigan communities’ 
Officials bring township message to Lansing

“It is an honor to be back here with MTA,” Gilchrist 
said. “I want to thank you for the leadership roles that 
you play, which are critical to the vitality and the vibrance 
of communities across the state of Michigan. We value 
the dialogue, the collaboration, the partnership and the 
opportunities to find more ways to work together and invest 
in one another.”

In addition to outlining the Whitmer administration’s 
state budget priorities—including improving access to health 
care, protecting the state’s drinking water and investments 
in education—Gilchrist noted that the governor’s budget 
proposal includes an increase in statutory revenue sharing, an 
investment in Michigan communities that MTA applauds. 

“We are trying to make up for the fact that revenue 
sharing has been disinvested in for a generation,” Gilchrist 
said, emphasizing the important partnership between the 
state and townships. 

“We need you to continue to stay at the table, continue to 
engage, continue to offer your perspective. Your advocacy is 
important, and we can work together.” 

Remarkable commitment to townships and advocacy
Prior to the Gilchrist’s keynote address, township officials were 
welcomed to the event by 2019 MTA President Jeff Sorensen, 
supervisor of Cooper Charter Township (Kalamazoo Co.), 
and MTA Executive Director Neil Sheridan. 

Lt. Gov. Garlin Gilchrist II addressed scores of township officials from 
across the state who gathered in Lansing at the end of February for 
MTA’s 2020 Capital Conference. He emphasized to the local leaders 

in attendance the importance of townships and the governor’s hope to further 
strengthen the relationship between local units of government and the state. 
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“Your commitment to public service and advocating on 
behalf of township government is remarkable,” Sheridan told 
attendees. “Legislation eroding local control and preempting 
township authority is introduced and debated every day at 
the Capitol. We need your help to ensure that townships can 
continue to provide valued and essential services to more than 
half of Michigan’s residents.”

Strengthening relationships, staying on top of issues 
MTA’s Capital Conference is not only an opportunity for 
attendees—who traveled from as far as Gogebic County to 
attend the annual event—to hear firsthand about the issues 
that will impact townships and their residents over the 
year, it is also a chance for officials to speak directly to their 
legislators on their priorities. Attendees were able to share 
lunch with their state legislators or a member of their staff. 

Breakout sessions at the annual event included addressing 
high water and erosion issues, the 2020 Census, the latest 
on marijuana regulations, and changes and updates to the 
Uniform Chart of Accounts. Attendees heard from staff 
of the Michigan Department of Treasury, the Michigan 
Department of Environment, Great Lakes and Energy, the 
Michigan Department of Technology, Management and 
Budget, and the Marijuana Regulatory Agency. New this 
year was a mini-expo, with state and federal departments 
and agencies that serve and partner with local government. 
Township officials were able to talk with and gather 
information from the state Departments of Licensing and 
Regulatory Affairs, Natural Resources, Environment, Great 
Lakes and Energy, and Agriculture and Rural Development, 
as well as the Michigan Economic Development Corporation 
and USDA Rural Development.

The day concluded with a legislative panel, allowing 
attendees to hear from state lawmakers who serve on 
legislative transportation and appropriations committees—
Sens. Wayne Schmidt (R-Traverse City) and Erika Geiss 
(D-Taylor), and Reps. Jack O’Malley (R-Almira Twp.) and 
Tim Sneller (D-Burton)—on challenges they face, possible 
road funding options and the likelihood of any reform in 
2020. 

“Our roads problem is a local roads problem,” said 
O’Malley, who introduced a package of transportation reform 
bills, including MTA-supported House Bill 4963 that would 
allow a county-level gas tax, with voter approval, that stays 
within the county to improve roads. “Michigan is the only 
state that does not allow local governments the option to 
raise money for their roads other than a millage or bond.  
We need to get more money to our locals.”
Mark your calendars now for MTA’s 2021 Capital Conference, currently 
scheduled for Feb. 25 at the Lansing Center. 
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financial forum David Williamson, CPA

Information provided in Financial Forum should not be considered legal advice, 
and readers are encouraged to contact their township auditor and/or attorney for 
advice specific to their situation.

We are concerned about how to 
approve and pay the township’s 
operating expenses during this 
time, while also complying with 

state orders relating to COVID-19. How 
do we balance these two objectives?
During these unprecedented times, townships may wish to 
meet less frequently, and can adopt a resolution to establish 
or expand the process for pre-approved purchases. 

Many townships have adopted resolutions, typically 
with their general appropriations act, that provide for “pre-
approval” of a limited number of bill payments, such as 
utilities, payroll, payroll taxes, insurance and other bills that 
must be paid between board meetings to avoid cancellations 
and late payment fees/penalties. These payments are then 
ratified by the board at its next meeting by reviewing 
underlying documentation and compliance with board policy.  

These limited policies could be expanded in these 
challenging times, perhaps by asking an official to confirm 
that the payments are within the temporarily expanded policy 
prior to being issued, to be approved by the board at the next 
meeting. The board, in a meeting, could adopt or amend its 
policy with more expanded criteria, such as:

• Items included in the budget, such as capital outlay 
expenditures and other non-reoccurring costs

• Items covered by existing purchase orders or requisitions
• Contracts approved by the board, but not yet invoiced 

or billed
Such expansion could be temporary, with an “expiration 

date,” such as Sept. 30.
A word of caution: The board must still ensure that 

budgetary accounts are not overspent, either by line item or 
department. The budget must be amended prior to incurring 
the cost in excess of annual appropriations. Townships using 
line item budgets should also consider revising the budget 
general appropriations act, by readopting a departmental 
budget or by amending the line item budget general 
appropriations act, allowing an official, such as the supervisor, 
to move line items within a department or a fund. 

Under the Charter Township Act, charter boards must 
meet at least monthly.

A sample policy for pre-approval of bills can be found on 
www.michigantownships.org/coronavirus.asp.

 
To reduce person-to-person 
interaction, can we pay 
township bills without issuing 

physical checks that require the clerk 
and treasurer’s signatures?
Michigan law allows two ways to cut down on paper checks:

1. Expand or establish the use of credit cards for small 
purchases. Public Act 266 of 1995 (MCL 129.241, et 
seq.) authorizes the use of credit cards by local units of 
government to pay for goods and services. The township 
board must adopt a written policy controlling use of the 
cards. Under the policy: 

• Official(s) must oversee employees’ use of the card. 
• A system of internal controls governing their use must 

be established.
• The board must review specific invoices (charges) placed 

on the card before payment of credit cards.
See MCL 129.243 for all required policy elements.
The use of credit cards can significantly reduce the 

number of checks written within the month. A single check 
or automated clearinghouse (ACH) payment of a credit 
card bill would replace, on a permanent or temporary basis, 
numerous checks, and limit physical interactions between the 
clerk and treasurer.

2. ACH use. ACH is a way to process electronic payment 
of invoices to external parties. Electronic payments require 
the same set of checks and balances as payments with a 
physical check to meet statutory requirements. Suggested 
procedures include:

• No single official should be able to both initiate 
and complete transactions. The clerk (or deputy) 
should initiate the transaction, based on review of 
invoices or other documentation. The treasurer (or 
deputy) would review documentation, which could 
be sent electronically, and approve and complete the 
transaction. Bank software used for such payments 
should be set up as such.

• A listing of the electronic payments would replace 
the actual check, and after board approval (or on the 
eligible “prepaid” list), the treasurer would initiate the 
electronic transaction with the vendor. 

PA 738 of 2002 (MCL 124.301) requires the township 
board to approve a resolution authorizing payment of 
ACH transactions. PA 738 also requires an ACH policy, 
designation of electronic transfer officer, documentation of 
payments and establishment of an internal controls system.

MTA’s website contains sample resolutions and policies.
Other areas to consider include migrating accounting 

platforms to the cloud to more efficiently work remotely, and 
if using server-based payroll products, either move them to 
the cloud or partner with third-party payroll companies to 
better accomplish payroll remotely.



We know that face-to-face workshops aren’t 
possible right now, but we also know that the 
need for learning doesn’t have to end with 
social distancing. MTA offers many online 
learning opportunities for our members to 
choose from, and because of the current 
circumstances, we are introducing a new 
program to make continued learning as easy 
as possible for all our members. For two 
months, we are offering free (yes, free!) access 
to 10 of our top online courses, featuring topics 
designed for all board members and required 
knowledge for all townships. 

Your FREE two-month subscription includes:
• Accounting & Payroll
• Building a Better Budget
• Effectively Exercising Board Authority
• Exploring Township Revenue Sources
• Meeting Misconceptions
• Secrets to Great Board Meetings
• Spending Public Money
• Special Assessment Procedures 
• Taxation Trouble Spots
• Who Gets Paid What… and How?

Learn from ANYWHERE for FREE
Township officials are operating under a whole new normal these days. MTA is 
dedicated to keeping you connected and informed when it comes to your township 
operations, obligations and communications. We are here to serve you, as you 
continue to serve your communities in these unprecedented times.  

The BEST PART is, you don’t have to do anything special 
to take advantage of this great offer—no extra paperwork, no 
forms, just check your email for instructions on how to log in, 
then dive in at any time! (Instructions were emailed to all elected 
officials and managers at the end of April; appointed officials and 
other individuals from member townships added upon request.)

Your free trial access is valid from May 1 to June 30, so be  
sure to take advantage of this great offer before it ends!  
Detailed descriptions of all MTA webcasts are available at  
www.michigantownships.org, under the “Training” tab.



MICHIGAN TOWNSHIP 

PARTICIPATING PLAN

• Largest Public Act 138 program in Michigan Providing 
tailored Property/Casualty insurance coverages 
for public entities

• Underwritten by an A+ rated insurance carrier

• Supervised by a Michigan board of directors elected from 
the membership, by the membership

• Administered by Tokio Marine HCC Public Risk 
providing in-house underwriting, risk control 
and claims administration

• Servicing over 1300+ Michigan public entities

• Risk Reduction Grant Program

• Scholarship Reimbursement Program
Citizen Planner & Zoning Administrator

• Dividend Program

        For more information please call 1-800-783-1370
             or visit our website www.theparplan.com   

SERVING MICHIGAN
 PUBLIC ENTITIES SINCE 1985


