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Since 1966, Burnham & Flower Insurance
Group has been specializing in the unique
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We’ve learned what is important to public
officials like yourself and have made it our
ongoing commitment to provide you with
unparalleled service and expertise. 
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Retirement Planning. In addition to 
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management services, onsite reviews, 
online enrollment, 24/7 access to each 
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You can count on us to deliver the 
products, service and support you want
and deserve.  Contact us today to discuss
how we can serve you!
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County road agency and township partnerships 
require effective communication and trust 

Larry Merrill
MTA Executive Directorlocal view

Despite townships facing their own revenue constraints 
and having no statutory duty to fund road projects, 
county road agencies and townships throughout 

Michigan nonetheless form effective partnerships to make 
the best of challenging circumstances. The University 
of Michigan’s Fall 2014 Michigan Public Policy Survey 

(MPPS) reported that 86 percent 
of Michigan townships spend 
money on roads, pegged by the 
U.S. Census Bureau in 2017 at 
almost $200 million annually. Road 
and bridge spending constitutes 
about 8 percent of total township 
expenditures, although road 
spending by smaller townships is 
often an even higher percentage of 
their annual budgets. 

While higher state budget appropriations and transportation 
tax revenues raise expectations for significantly better roads, 
experts agree that total road revenues remain insufficient to 
raise most county primary and local roads to good condition 
anytime soon. County road agencies also experience disparate 
funding based on county population, urban roads, total road 
mileage and other factors. Public Act 51 of 1951 earmarks 
money for specific purposes and limits county expenditures for 
local roads in relation to primary road expenditures through 
byzantine spending caps and formulas. Consequently, county 
road agencies will continue to be challenged to find enough 
money to preserve local roads and provide matching funds for 
local road construction projects.

Some township officials contend that Michigan’s 67-year-
old transportation funding law is not only inflexible but also 
vague, and when coupled with imprecise communications 
between road agencies and townships, misunderstandings 
often result. For example, township officials push back when 
told by county road officials the township must fund road 
maintenance, interpreting the statement as an intent to 
misrepresent a statutory obligation on the township’s part 
and abrogation of the road agency’s statutory responsibilities. 

PA 51 also precludes county road agencies from paying 
for more than half of local road construction, although other 
unidentified sources can be tapped. The act does not precisely 
define what constitutes road “construction,” so township 
officials sometimes resist funding projects they consider 
road maintenance and qualifying for full county funding. 

Aware that other counties require less from townships for 
construction projects, they also may resist demands for 
township contributions exceeding PA 51’s minimum one-
half match requirement. 

Township and county road officials tend to operate in 
different organization cultures. While township officials often 
make decisions on trust built through personal relations, road 
officials operate with standards and policies that they argue 
treat all townships equally, expedite project decisions, balance 
primary and local road needs, and reflect sound long-term 
asset management and engineering principles. But when 
developed without township input and poorly communicated, 
road agency policies can come across to township officials 
as bureaucratic, inflexible, heavy-handed and shirking the 
county road agency’s statutory financial responsibility. The 
fairness of allocating administrative costs to township-funded 
projects is also a common source of contention. 

Generally, road commissions and townships work well 
together; 69 percent of responding township officials said 
in the Fall 2014 MPPS that their county road agency 
“generally makes fair decisions,” while 15 percent disagreed 
and 14 percent were neutral. But if either don’t communicate 
effectively, it is incumbent on the other to fill the void. 
Townships want to be treated as partners and not feel 
like cash cows; road commissioners want consistent and 
predictable financial support. 

Fairness, trust and clarity are essential elements for 
successful county-township transportation partnerships. But if 
a township can’t afford the road commission’s matching fund 
requirements, or township officials don’t think their taxpayers 
are getting sufficient value from the arrangement, the 
partnership will fail unless circumstances change. Township 
officials often want a significant say in how township money 
is spent. Establishing township matching fund set-asides, 
township officials involved in road agency policy development, 
township input solicited on projects, and full transparency 
are all strategies that have contributed to effective county-
township partnerships for the long haul and allow the public 
to enjoy better and safer roads and bridges.
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SURVEY SAYS

Survey shows locals play strong role  
in planning & zoning
Land use planning is one of the fundamental aspects of 
local government, and a new report from the University 
of Michigan presents the opinions of Michigan’s local 
government leaders on issues related to planning and zoning.

Among the findings from the latest report of the 
Michigan Public Policy Survey, on which MTA is a partner, 
were: 

• The overwhelming majority of Michigan jurisdictions 
have adopted a land use master plan. Overall, about  
70 percent of Michigan jurisdictions have a land use 
master plan that covers their own jurisdiction, while 
about 5 percent report having a joint master plan shared 
with neighboring jurisdictions. Meanwhile, 8 percent 
say they rely on their county’s master plan to guide land 
use within their jurisdiction, and 12 percent report there 
is no master plan for their jurisdiction at all. Township-
specific responses are similar. 

• Master plans appear to be agents of community 
continuity more so than drivers of change. In 
jurisdictions with a master plan, 89 percent of local 
officials say the plan’s aim is more to preserve the 
community’s current character than to transform the 
jurisdiction. Township officials report similar numbers.

• Less than half (41 percent) of Michigan local 
governments with a master plan also have a capital 
improvements plan/program (CIP). Some 29 percent of 
such townships have a CIP.

• In jurisdictions with their own master plan, 61 percent of 
officials believe that their jurisdiction has “about the right 
amount” of staff capacity—internal and/or external—to 
meet their planning and zoning needs. A third say they 
have somewhat too little (21 percent) or far too little 
(10 percent) capacity for their planning needs. Overall, 
54 percent with their own master plan report their local 
government has no internal planning staff at all, and 
28 percent report having only part-time planning staff. 
Among those with their own master plan, 64 percent 
report they use some external consultants.

• When looking at a range of land use issues across the 
state, medical marijuana is by far the most common 
topic of discussion, being addressed in 76 percent of 
jurisdictions (82 percent of townships) statewide. Other 
common topics include commercial cellphone towers, 
farmland preservation, large-scale wind turbines and 
solar arrays, and short-term property rentals. 

AMAR GUIDANCE 

STC releases policies outlining actions 
following a failed AMAR
Two new State Tax Commission (STC) policies outline 
action to be taken following a failed Audit of Minimum 
Assessing Requirements (AMAR). 

Effective with the AMAR reviews conducted beginning 
in 2018, the STC will automatically refer to the Michigan 

Administrative Hearing System (MAHS) 
for formal hearing any assessor who 

meets all of the following criteria: 
• An AMAR review was 

conducted in a local unit where 
they were the assessor of 
record during the 2013 

through 2017 AMAR cycle 
and that review indicated 
they did not meet the 

requirements for proper 
economic condition factors, 

land value maps, proper land 
value determinations, or the 

true cash value on the local unit 
record cards indicate greater than 

1 percent overrides (not including state Department of 
Natural Resources payment-in-lieu-of-taxes property)

• An AMAR review was conducted in the same local 
unit during the 2018 through 2022 AMAR cycle, they 
remain the assessor of record and that review indicated 
they did not meet the aforementioned

In addition, as part of the AMAR, local units must submit 
corrective action plans that specifically indicate how they will 
correct any deficiencies noted in the AMAR review and when 
those deficiencies will be corrected. Once the plan is accepted 
by the state, the local unit is informed of when any necessary 
follow-up review will be conducted. 

Under the STC policy, should deficiencies not be 
corrected, assistance will be provided to the local unit in 
the form of one-on-one training to assist with the database 
corrections. If deficiencies are not corrected in accordance 
with a second approved corrective action plan, and in the 
absence of extenuating circumstances (including but not 
limited to serious illness of the assessor or serious illness or 
death of an immediate family member of the assessor), the 
STC will automatically refer the assessor to the MAHS for 
formal hearing.
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LOCAL UPDATES FROM ACROSS MICHIGAN

Township happenings
Chester Township (Otsego Co.) is enlisting the help of  

the community to expand the history section of its website,  
www.otsego.org/chester/. Community members who share their 
historical photos of the community will see their contributions 
added to the online collection. 

Niles Charter Township (Berrien Co.) hosted a “Life in 
Niles Township” photo contest, asking residents to submit 
entries that capture the essence of life in the township. This 
year’s winners—submitted by sisters who are long-time township 
residents—included a photo of a picnic table shrouded in fall 
leaves, a bird snacking at a bird feeder and a snowy road. The 
winning entries were added to the township’s photo collection 
documenting Niles Township, its residents, visitors, events, and 
the Michigan-friendly lifestyle. The photos are also displayed on 
the township’s website, www.nilestwpmi.gov.

Several townships were among the municipalities that will 
receive or benefit from grants from the State of Michigan’s 
Competitive Grant Assistance Program, which encourages 
collaboration and partnership among municipalities. Union 
Charter Township (Isabella Co.) plans to use its $29,000 
grant to conduct a feasibility study for consolidating water 
systems with the city of Mount Pleasant, while Orion Charter 
Township (Oakland Co.) received $15,000 to partner with 
neighboring Village of Lake Orion on planning and zoning 
functions. Bingham Township (Clinton Co.) will collaborate 
with the City of St. Johns on a joint master plan, Hampton 
Township (Bay Co.) and the City of Bay City will offer joint 
fire training and purchase an aerial apparatus, and Waterford 
Charter Township (Oakland Co.) and the Great Lakes Water 
Authority will implement a real-time water and wastewater 
cloud platform.   

Valley Township (Allegan Co.) held a two-day spring 
clean-up event earlier this summer, allowing residents to 
bring unwanted household items, anything from furniture to 
appliances.
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.

CYBERSECURITY

Federal grant aims to strengthen  
elections security
The Aug. 7 primary will be the 
first statewide election in which 
every township will use all-new 
voting equipment that includes 
optical-scan ballot tabulators, 
accessible voting devices for voters 
with disabilities, and election-
management and reporting 
software. The state Bureau of 
Elections also recently announced 
that it will receive more than  
$11 million in new federal security 
grants to further protect and 
strengthen Michigan’s elections systems. 

While plans are still being finalized, according to the 
bureau, the grants will likely be used to focus on security 
assessment, including comprehensive tests and other 
cybersecurity measures at the state, county and local level. 
The state must contribute $500,000 to receive $10.7 million 
that Congress approved this year for Michigan. The money 
is in addition to the cybersecurity efforts already employed 
by the state of Michigan, including required cybersecurity 
training for local clerks.

ANSWER ON PAGE 27

CATEGORY: MICHIGAN MUNICIPAL LAW FIRMS

ON WHAT DAYS OF THE WEEK  
DO ATTORNEYS FROM  

JOHNSON, ROSATI,  
SCHULTZ & JOPPICH  
RETURN CLIENT PHONE CALLS?
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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, see JRSJ’s ads on pages 5 and 27, turn to the Allied 
Service Provider Index on page 2 or visit www.michigantownships.org/asp.asp.

Johnson, Rosati, Schultz & Joppich

Municipal law specialists protecting  
townships of all shapes and sizes

All Michigan townships—charter or  
general law, rural or suburban,  
population 900 or 90,000—are 
facing increasingly sophisticated legal 
challenges in a rapidly changing world. 
Johnson, Rosati, Schultz and Joppich  
(JRSJ) has a team of 29 attorneys 
who have proudly dedicated their 
careers to serving the public through the practice of 
municipal law. As a result, all of JRSJ’s township 
clients, big and small, receive the benefits of having 
what amounts to a large-size municipal law department 
at their disposal.

Each JRSJ township client has a primary attorney 
on call 24/7/365 to help address day-to-day questions, 
advise the township board and administration, and 
attend meetings. For specific issues, they collaborate 
with one of the 28 other attorneys in the office who 
specializes in that discipline. 

Through its Farmington Hills and Lansing offices, 
JRSJ offers attorneys across the state with deep 
knowledge and experience in general law and charter 
governance, employment and labor law, constitutional 
law and civil rights, freedom of information and open 
meetings issues, contracts, zoning and land use, 
property acquisition, environmental issues, economic 
development tools, municipal building construction, 
municipal infrastructure and utility systems, taxes 
and assessing, civil litigation, appeals, prosecutions, 
ordinance enforcement, and more.

“They have a wealth of knowledge,” said Green Oak 
Charter Township (Livingston Co.) Supervisor Mark  
St. Charles. “It’s like one-stop shopping. If I need a labor 
attorney, they have one. If I need a land use attorney, they 
have one. If I need someone for the Michigan Supreme 
Court, they have one. The whole firm is a very balanced, 
professional and knowledgeable group of attorneys.”

Ad
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Support given by MTA Legal Defense Fund  
to numerous cases
When your township makes a voluntary contribution to 
MTA’s Legal Defense Fund (LDF), you assist townships in 
legal battles that have significant statewide impact. Among 
the recent cases that received LDF support, in the form of 
amicus curiae briefs, are: 
Fraser Township v. Harvey Haney—When Fraser Township 
(Bay Co.) filed a complaint to stop a piggery from keeping 
animals on the property—citing a zoning violation—the 
appellant claimed that since it had operated since 2006, it was 
protected by the statute of limitations. The Bay County Circuit 
Court held that the statute of limitations does not apply against 
local governments bringing zoning enforcement violations; 
however, the state Court of Appeals granted interlocutory leave 
to review this question. A reversal of the circuit court’s decision 
would have a negative statewide impact on municipalities 
attempting to enforce their zoning ordinance.  
Rita Kendzierski, et al v. County of Macomb—This case 
involves the county’s application for leave to the Michigan 
Supreme Court to appeal a Court of Appeals decision 
regarding collective bargaining retiree health benefits. The 
case presents a situation where the collective bargaining 
agreement was ambiguous as to whether it provided vested 
healthcare benefits for a retiree’s lifetime. A group amicus 
brief was filed, with the position that lifetime retiree 
healthcare benefits may not be inferred in a contract but must 
instead be expressly provided for.
Charter Township of York v. Donald Miller, et al—In this case, 
the state Court of Appeals upheld a circuit ruling that the 
township’s zoning ordinance prohibited outdoor medical 
marijuana growth, and was unenforceable because the 
prohibition was in direct conflict with the Michigan Medical 
Marijuana Act. The Court of Appeals ruling, however, turned 
this case into a broader zoning preemption case, seeming to 
leave no room for any zoning regulation. An LDF brief will 
be filed in support of application for leave, in hopes that the 
state Supreme Court will grant leave to rein in the case and 
set guidelines for acceptable zoning regulations. 
People of City of Warren v. Bezy—This case examines the extent 
to which the Michigan Medical Marihuana Act (MMMA) 
preempts local ordinances. The district court ruled that city 
zoning and other regulations were preempted by immunity 
under the MMMA, and the decision was upheld by the circuit 
court. The city argued that compliance with the MMMA 
does not preclude compliance with city zoning and other 
regulations. The concern is that an overbroad ruling holds 
that the city cannot impose any penalty against a person in 
compliance with the MMMA, preventing a municipality from 
enforcing zoning, building code, nuisance or other ordinances 
against any person operating in compliance with the MMMA.    
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900 Monroe NW Grand Rapids, MI 49503  (616) 632-8000       mikameyers.com

Legal counsel that helps local government work effectively.

Our Local Government Law practice group works with local governments and public authorities to ensure the 

efficient and cost-effective delivery of vital public services. We provide specialized legal expertise in areas as 

diverse as zoning and land use planning, bond issues, special assessments, tax increment financing, DDAs and 
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helped public-sector entities meet the ever-increasing demands of their constituents and communities.
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Please join MTA in welcoming BS&A Software, 
a local government software provider based in Bath Charter 
Township (Clinton Co.), Mich., to the Allied Service Provider 
program at the Leadership Circle level. For more on the 
Allied Service Provider program, turn to page 2 or visit  
www.michigantownships.org/asp.asp.

MTA welcomes returning  
Allied Service Provider

Check out MTA’s new blog
MTA has launched a blog! Log in to  
MTA’s private social networking site 
Community Connection on the member 
side of www.michigantownships.org for 
weekly posts from MTA staff, featuring anything from 
updates and insights on key issues impacting townships, 
such as broadband and roads, to a fun inside look at what’s 
happening around the MTA office and reflections on 
conversations with members from when we are “on the road” 
for workshops. While you’re there, check out the question-
and-answer forums in Community Connection and see what 
people are talking about!  

mta events | August

1-2 MTA’s UP North Summit, Harris
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AUGUST

By 2 Public 
accuracy test must be 
conducted for Aug. 7 primary. 
(R 168.778). Notice of test 
must be published at least 
48 hours before test. (MCL 
168.798)

By 3 Write-in 
candidates who seek precinct 
delegate positions file 
Declaration of Intent forms 
with the township clerk for 
the Aug. 7 primary by 4 p.m. 
(As an alternative, candidates 
for precinct delegate may file 
form with appropriate precinct 
board on Election Day before 
the close of the polls.) 
(MCL 168.737a)

4 Electors who wish to 
receive an absentee voter 
ballot for Aug. 7 primary by 
mail must submit applications 
by 2 p.m. (MCL 168.759)

6 Electors qualified to 
obtain an absentee voter ballot 
for Aug. 7 primary may vote 
in person in the clerk’s office 
until 4 p.m. (MCL 168.761)

7 Emergency absentee 
voting for Aug. 7 primary 
election until 4 p.m. (MCL 
168.759b)

Primary election.

8 Boards of county 
canvassers meet to canvass 
Aug. 7 primary election at  
1 p.m. (MCL 168.821)

By 14  
County clerks notify precinct 
delegates elected at  
Aug. 7 primary; certify 

delegate names and addresses 
to chairpersons of county 
committees. (MCL 168.608)

14 Ballot wording of 
county and local proposals 
qualified to appear on Nov. 6 
general election ballot certified 
to county and local clerks by  
4 p.m. Local clerks receiving 
ballot wording forward to 
county clerks within two days. 
(MCL 168.646a)

20 By the third 
Monday in August. Deadline for 
taxpayer to file appeal directly 
with the Michigan Tax Tribunal 
if final equalization multiplier 
exceeds tentative multiplier 
and a taxpayer’s assessment 
as equalized is in excess of 
50 percent of true cash value. 
(MCL 205.737(7))

By 21 Boards 
of county canvassers complete 
canvass of Aug. 7 primary; 
county clerks forward results to 
secretary of state within  
24 hours.

By 27 Board 
of state canvassers meet to 
canvass Aug. 7 primary. (MCL 
168.581)

SEPTEMBER

By 6 Post-election 
campaign statements filed. 
Books closed Aug. 27. 

7 Final date townships 
can establish, move or abolish a 
polling place for Nov. 6 general 
election. (MCL 168.662) 

14 Summer taxes due. 
(MCL 211.107)

Interest of 1 percent per 
month will accrue if the 

payment is late for the State 
Education Tax and county 
taxes that are part of the 
summer tax collection. 
(MCLs 211.905b(9) and 
211.44a(6))

Last day of deferral period for 
summer property tax levies, 
if the deferral is for qualified 
taxpayers. (MCL 211.51(7))

By 22  
Delivery of military and 
overseas absentee voter 
ballots must begin for  
Nov. 6 general election. All 
requests received for the 
Nov. 7, 2017, election must 
be honored for all 2018 
elections. (MCL 168.759a)

County clerks deliver 
absentee voter ballots for 
Nov. 6 general election to 
local clerks. (MCL 168.714)

27 through Oct. 16. 
Precinct inspectors for the 
Nov. 6 election appointed 
by township election 
commissions. (MCL 168.674) 

28 Township clerk 
delivers to supervisor and 
county clerk a certified copy 
of all statements, certificates, 
and records of vote directing 
monies to be raised by 
taxation of property. (MCL 
211.36(1)) 

(On or before Sept. 30. 
Sept. 30 is a Sunday.) 
Financial officer of each 
township computes tax rates 
in accordance with MCLs 
211.34d and 211.34 and 
governing body certifies that 
rates comply with Section 31, 
Article 9, of 1963 Constitution 
and MCL 211.24e, Truth- 
in-Taxation, on State Tax 
Commission Form L-4029 

Dates and deadlines  
for townships

“ 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
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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.

David Williamson, CPAfinancial forum

We use a Simplified Employee 
Pension (SEP) as a ‘FICA 
replacement plan’ and are 
looking at other plans, due to 

the relative inflexibility of the SEP. Do 
you have any suggestions?
Townships that don’t have a “218 Agreement” (a voluntary 
contract between the township and the Social Security 
Administration, administered by the State of Michigan) and 
have a public retirement system must exclude employees in 
the plan from the Social Security portion of the FICA tax. 
Most employees (other than certain exceptions for employees 
hired and continuously employed prior to March 31, 1986) 
are required to be covered by the Medicare portion of the tax.

There are two types of public retirement systems:
• Defined benefit plans are based on participants receiving 

future benefits, usually expressed in a monthly benefit 
based on a percentage of future earnings, sometimes 
referred to as “final average compensation.” Since 
townships are required to use level cost funding 
methods—where obligations for retirement benefits are 
funded as the service to the township is rendered—an 
annual study called an actuarial valuation is usually 
required. This study reviews the various assumptions of 
investment earnings, pay increases, retirement, disability 
and mortality rates, and any changes to the employee 
group, as well as changes to the retirement package. 
Annual contributions required to meet these obligations 
are then determined.

• Defined contribution plans (your SEP plan is a form of a 
defined contribution plan) are much less complex to 
administer since the “promise” required to be funded 
is based on a percentage of today’s compensation. For 
example, if a township established a “money purchase” 
pension plan, and determined to fund 10 percent of 
pay, the township’s obligation would likely be to fund 
10 percent of the eligible employees’ compensation. The 
participants would then have a number of investment 
choices to consider. Upon retirement, they would 
receive a lump sum, or an annuity of their investment, 
depending on plan options. To be considered a “public 
retirement system,” the following is required:
 ▪ Allocation of at least 7.5 percent of the employee’s 

compensation is made to their accounts.
 ▪ All contributions for part-time and seasonal 

employees must be non-forfeitable.
Because they are not “qualified” under Internal Revenue 

Code (IRC) 401, SEPs are different than most public 
retirement systems:

• Funded by IRAs rather than trusts.
• Generally, 100 percent employer-funded. (Certain 

grandfathered SEPs had salary reduction provisions.)
• Much stricter coverage. IRC 408A permits the exclusion 

of these employees:
 ▪ Under age 21
 ▪ Provides services in less than three of the immediate 

preceding five years 
 ▪ Less than $600 in compensation in the current year 

If your township wishes to consider a plan that offers more 
flexibility in tailoring coverage, you may wish to consider 
a qualified plan under IRC 401(a). These plans are more 
complex, are funded by employer trusts, and are subject to 
financial reporting in your township’s audit. However, the 
township essentially determines specific employee classes 
to be covered by the plan; for example, the township could 
eliminate part-time employees from coverage. These non-
covered employees would be subject to Social Security and 
Medicare taxes on their wages, and the township would be 
required to match employee contributions.

If your township is planning on using employee and 
employer contributions to meet the 7.5 percent of pay 
requirement for a defined contribution plan to be considered 
a public retirement system, a 401(a) qualified plan can have 
an advantage over other types of defined benefit plans. 
Employee contributions deemed “picked up” by the employer 
can be exempt from current income taxation, and possibly 
escape Medicare taxes as well. Care should be exercised and 
professional advice should be sought to fall within the safe 
harbor provisions outlined in Revenue Ruling 2006-43.

Are deferred compensation 
plans an option for us to 
consider?
Deferred compensation plans can qualify under 

the defined contribution rules, outlined above. Employee 
and employer contributions (if any) count toward the 7.5 
percent threshold. As mentioned previously, employee elective 
deferrals would be subject to Medicare premiums.  

If the board decides to use this employee contribution 
approach, it is recommended that mandatory participation 
be considered to simplify payroll administration, since 
elective deferrals could result in Social Security contributions 
in the calendar quarters that participation falls short of the 
threshold. 
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What is the difference between 
a regular meeting and a special 
meeting?
The Open Meetings Act (OMA), MCL 

15.261, et seq., provides for only two types of meetings of 
township public bodies: regular and special meetings. 

Regular meetings
Regular meetings are “regular” because they are on the 

schedule of meetings posted at the beginning of the year. At 
the beginning of each public body’s “year,” the body—like 
the township board—sets its schedule of regular meetings, 
and must post that schedule within 10 days after the meeting 
where the schedule is set. Some township bodies, like the 
zoning board of appeals, might not have regular meetings 
every year. But the township board, planning commission, 
board of review, elective park commission or elective library 
board will always have at least some regular meetings.

A public body may change its regular meeting schedule 
if it needs to move dates of existing meetings or votes in 
a meeting to add new meetings to the schedule. The new 
regular meeting schedule must be posted within three days 
after the meeting at which the change is made, and at least 
18 hours prior to the starting time of the next new meeting.

Special meetings
The only reason a meeting is “special” is because it was not 

on the schedule of regular meetings posted at the beginning 
of the year and was scheduled later because the body needed 
to meet between its regular meetings. 

How is a special meeting 
called?
The OMA does not address how a special 
meeting is called, and you start with the 

authorizing statute for the specific statutory board or 
commission to find if there are any procedures for calling a 
special meeting. Note that the OMA requirement for notice 
posted at least 18 hours prior to a special meeting applies 
to all public bodies. The authorizing statute might require 
additional forms of notice.

For example, here are the rules that apply to a special 
meeting of a township board:

General law township—A general law township board special 
meeting may be called by: (1) the board at a meeting, (2) the 
supervisor, or (3) a majority of the board, in a written request 
to the clerk stating the specific reason(s). (MCL 41.72a)

MTA recommends that the board and supervisor also 
notify the clerk in writing when calling a special meeting, 
including the specific reason(s).

When the supervisor calls a special meeting, the clerk 
must give notice of the meeting to each board member, either 
in person or by leaving a written notice at the member’s 
address. (MCL 41.72a) MTA recommends always giving 
each board member notice of any special meeting.

Charter township—A charter township board special meeting 
may be called by: (1) the board at a meeting, (2) the 
supervisor, in a written request to the clerk stating the specific 
reason(s), or (3) two members of the board in a written 
request to the clerk stating the specific reason(s). (MCL 42.7) 
MTA recommends that the board also notify the clerk in 
writing when calling a special meeting, including the specific 
reason(s).

At least 24 hours’ written notice of the time, place and 
reason(s) for any special meeting must be served personally 
or left at each charter township board member’s usual place 
of residence by the township clerk or someone designated by 
the township clerk. (MCL 42.7) 

For a special meeting of either a general law or charter 
township board (not other public bodies), a special meeting 
notice must also include the purpose(s) for which the 
meeting was called. If all of the township board members 
attend the special meeting, then the board may address the 
purpose(s) listed in the notice, plus any and all business 
that could lawfully come before the board. But if any of the 
township board members do not attend a special meeting 
of the township board, then the board may address only the 
purpose(s) listed in the notice for which the meeting was 
called (plus the one public comment period required by the 
OMA at all meetings).

When do we have to post 
public meeting notices?
Under the OMA, every township public body, 
including but not limited to the township 

board, planning commission, board of review and zoning 
board of appeals, is required to post a public notice stating 
the dates, times and places of its regular meetings within 
10 days after the first meeting of the public body in each 
calendar or fiscal year. A public body can choose to use either 
the calendar year or its fiscal year as its “meeting year.”

If a change is made in the schedule of regular meetings, the 
public body must post a public notice stating the new dates, 
times and places of its regular meetings within three days after 
the meeting at which the change in the schedule is made.

Both regular and special meeting notices must always 
also include the name of the public body to which the notice 
applies, its telephone number if one exists, and its address.

In addition, when a regular meeting is rescheduled or a 
special meeting is called, the public body must post a public 

Catherine Mullhaupt,  
MTA Staff Attorney
 

hello, MTA ... ? 
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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.
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notice stating the date, time and place of the meeting at least 
18 hours prior to the meeting. The notice must be visible to 
the public at all times during those 18 hours for the 18-hour 
requirement to be met. Also, if the township has a website 
that includes monthly or more frequent updates of public 
meeting agendas or minutes, a special meeting notice must 
be posted either on the homepage or on a separate webpage 
dedicated to public notices for special meetings and accessible 
via a prominent and conspicuous link on the website’s 
homepage that clearly describes its purpose for public 
notification of those special meetings. (MCL 15.265)

The OMA notice requirements do not bar a public body 
from meeting in emergency session in the event of a severe 
and imminent threat to the health, safety or welfare of the 
public when two-thirds of the members serving on the body 
decide that delay would be detrimental to efforts to lessen or 
respond to the threat.

Where should public meeting 
notices be posted? 
The public notice for a meeting of a township 
public body must always be posted at the 

township’s principal office and any other locations considered 
appropriate by the public body. An OMA notice must be 
posted where it can be seen by the public at all hours.

A township may also post public meeting notices on its 
website or cable television, in addition to (but not instead of) 
posting notice at its principal office. 

If a township does not have a principal office, the public 
notice must be posted in the office of the county clerk.

Note that “post” is different from “publish.” “Post” means 
to put up where people can see it; “publish” means to print it 
in the newspaper. 

Don’t some meeting notices 
also have to be published?
There are several types of meeting or hearing 
notices that are required by laws other than 

the OMA to be published in addition to the OMA meeting 
notice posting. 

For example, the Uniform Budgeting and Accounting 
Act requires the notice for a budget public hearing to be 
published. Notice of the March board of review meetings must 
be published, according to the General Property Tax Act (but 
not the July or December meetings). Zoning notices must be 
published, according to the Michigan Zoning Enabling Act. 

Is a township required to post 
its meeting agendas?
No, a township is not required to post meeting 
agendas, although a meeting notice may include 

the meeting agenda. But, as previously referenced in the 
case of a township board special meeting, the meeting notice 
becomes the agenda if any of the township board members 
are not present at the special meeting.

Learn more with MTA’s Intro to 
Township Board Meetings book
All township board members are “local 
legislators,” and have important roles  
to play at board meetings. MTA’s 
Introduction to Township Board Meetings 
is a handy reference to some of the most 
common questions or issues that may arise 
in scheduling and conducting a township 
board meeting. Purchase the book at  
www.michigantownships.org/mta_store.asp 
or by calling (517) 321-6467. Member  
price is $14; $21 for non-members  
(plus shipping & handling).
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inside Lansing Legislative and political updates—and 
the impact on local government

State budget includes good news for 
revenue sharing
Statutory revenue sharing will be expanded to include 15 
more townships under the state budget that was recently 
signed into law.

Public Act 207 of 2018, sponsored by Sen. Dave 
Hildenbrand (R-Lowell Chtr. Twp.), took effect June 21, 
outlining how $56.8 billion will be spent in the upcoming 
fiscal year. The budget includes a change to the minimum 
threshold requirement local governments must meet to 
qualify for City, Village and Township (CVT) Revenue 
Sharing payments. Previously, local units had to qualify for 
a minimum payment of $4,500 to receive CVT Revenue 
Sharing. PA 207 reduces this threshold to $1,000—meaning 
15 additional townships with a payment between $1,000 and 
$4,500 will receive CVT funding in the 2018-19 fiscal year.

The amount maintained for CVT Revenue Sharing is  
also good news for townships. For the past four years,  
$5.8 million was included in CVT funding, providing  
dollars to an additional 100 townships and allowing the  
34 townships that already got funding to either receive their 
previous payment level or a per capita payment, whichever is 
higher. Throughout the budgeting process, Gov. Rick Snyder 
and both chambers of the Legislature differed on how CVT 
Revenue Sharing should be funded, and the earliest proposal 
didn’t include the $5.8 million or the current $6.2 million 
in supplemental payments. However, they eventually agreed 
to retain the funding for both amounts, allowing a total of 
149 townships to receive statutory revenue sharing dollars. A 
change was added for the supplemental payments requiring 
those funds to be used to pay down debt, pension or other 
post-employment benefit obligations, unless the local unit 
has no such obligations. 

Additionally, the budget projects a 2.6 percent increase 
for constitutional revenue sharing, with the final amount 
depending on state sales tax revenues. 

Full funding for payments in lieu of taxes (PILT) is also 
included, as well as $2 million for firefighter training grants. 
PA 207 also sets aside a one-time allocation of $300 million 
for roads, with money to be distributed among the Michigan 
Department of Transportation, county road commissions, and 
cities and villages. While townships won’t receive funding, the 
additional money could indirectly provide a benefit.

Fire protection grants funded
Townships that provide fire protection to state buildings are 
now assured of continued funding.

Gov. Rick Snyder signed Public Act 248 of 2018, 
sponsored by Rep. Rob VerHeulen (R-Walker), to allocate 
$13.6 million for the grants. These dollars come from Local 
Community Stabilization Act money above the 100 percent 
reimbursement level from libraries and authorities, replacing 

funding from driver responsibility fees, which are being 
phased out under previously enacted legislation. This measure 
took effect June 28, 2018. 

Indigent defense bill becomes law
Townships will soon have a seat on a commission that funds 
Michigan’s indigent defense system under a new law.

Public Act 214 of 2018, sponsored by Rep. Rob 
VerHeulen (R-Walker), will take effect Dec. 23 and expands 
the Michigan Indigent Defense Commission (MIDC) 
from 15 seats to 18. The three additional seats will go to 
representatives from townships, cities and counties. 

New language also provides legislative intent to appropriate 
funding for all MIDC minimum standards within three years 
of the date on which the standards were adopted. 

Bill bans publicly owned towing yards 
Townships could not open a new motor vehicle storage 
facility for vehicles damaged in accidents or towed by police 
effective Sept. 30, 2018. 

Public Act 327 of 2018, sponsored by Rep. Peter Lucido 
(R-Shelby Chtr. Twp.), was introduced to prohibit local 
units and law enforcement agencies from competing with 
private facilities. Storage yards that already exist, as well 
as police evidence yards, can continue to operate without 
impact. Additionally, local units will not be allowed to 
accept any consideration—financial or otherwise—from an 
authorized vendor or require an authorized vendor to deliver 
a motor vehicle to a storage facility operated by a different 
authorized vendor. 

If a local unit violates the prohibition, individuals or entities 
could sue the municipality or law enforcement agency, and a 
court would be required to issue an injunctive order to cease 
and desist operations. Any local unit that violates the injunction 
would be fined up to $1,000 per day, up to a maximum fine of 
$10,000. MTA worked successfully to include amendments 
limiting litigation against local governments.

Bills create new process for revoking 
rehabilitation certificates
Taxpayers would have a way out of rehabilitation certificates 
if they inadvertently lock them into a higher taxable value 
under Public Acts 250 and 251 of 2018.

The bills, sponsored by Rep. Eric Leutheuser 
(R-Hillsdale) and Rep. Ben Frederick (R-Owosso), were 
signed by Gov. Rick Snyder with immediate effect on  
June 28. Together, the bills add a way to revoke this tax 
benefit, which freezes a property’s taxable value at the level 
prior to rehabilitation for a certain period, assuming the 
frozen rate would mean lower property taxes. 
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Current law only allows for local units to revoke a certificate 
if the project doesn’t meet the specified timeframe, or the 
certificate holder isn’t operating in good faith. PAs 250-251 
allow local units to revoke the certificate by resolution if they 
received a request from the holder. Local units have the option 
to reinstate a revoked certificate if the previous holder or a new 
owner of the property applied for the transfer. 

Debris clean-up costs could be covered  
by brownfield redevelopment money
Brownfield redevelopment authority dollars could help cover 
the cost of cleaning up manufactured by-products and debris 
under a new law that took effect June 20, 2018.

Public Act 203 of 2018, sponsored by Rep. Ben Frederick 
(R-Owosso), expands the definition of demolition activities 
that can be paid for or reimbursed by a brownfield redevelop-
ment authority. Under the measure, the definition now 
includes the removal of manufactured debris comprised of 
discarded, unused or unusable manufactured by-products left 
on the site by a previous owner. However, this activity would 
not be eligible for interest reimbursement. 

Three-foot rule for passing cyclists now law
Drivers passing bicyclists on Michigan roads must leave  
them at least three feet of space as long as it’s safely possible 
under Public Acts 277, 279 and 280 of 2018, sponsored by  

Reps. Julie Alexander (R-Hanover Twp.), John Bizon 
(R-Battle Creek) and Holly Hughes (R-White River Twp.).

PA 279, effective Sept. 27, requires drivers to pass a 
bicycle at least three feet to the left, or another safe distance 
if three feet is impracticable. Anyone who violates this 
requirement will be responsible for a civil infraction. PA 280, 
effective Aug. 1, 2019, requires a vehicle passing a bicycle 
on the right to pass at a distance of at least three feet or a 
safe distance of the bicycle at a safe speed. PA 277 requires 
driver’s education courses to include at least one hour of 
class time on motorcycles, bicycles, pedestrians and other 
vulnerable roadway users. This change will take effect 91 days 
after the final adjournment of the 2018 legislative session. 

Lights allowed on neighborhood watch 
vehicles
Neighborhood watch patrol vehicles will soon be allowed to 
be equipped with amber lights under Public Act 278 of 2018.

Sponsored by Rep. Robert Kosowski (D-Westland), 
the new law takes effect Sept. 27, allowing vehicles that are 
part of a neighborhood watch program to have flashing, 
rotating or oscillating amber lights. This only applies if the 
vehicle is clearly identified as a neighborhood watch vehicle, 
and the program is working in cooperation with local law 
enforcement. Lights cannot be activated when the vehicle 
isn’t being used to perform neighborhood watch duties.
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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 portion of  
www.michigantownships.org, or look to 
our weekly and monthly enewsletters 
sent to all MTA member officials.

SB 45: Disabled veterans’ property tax 
exemption—Expands disabled veterans’ 
property tax exemption to include 
residential real property or agricultural 
real property owned by a disabled 
veteran, decreasing local revenue.  
MTA opposes.

SB 157 & HB 5723: Water works 
projects—Preempts local ordinances 
restricting or prohibiting the evaluation, 
comparison or use of certain pipe and 
piping materials. MTA opposes.

SBs 305-310: Tax increment 
financing—Modifies capture of library 
mills to allow libraries to opt out of tax 
capture and redefines “obligation” to 
exempt library millages automatically. 
MTA opposes.

SB 329 & HB 4503: Land use/
zoning preemption—Limits local zoning 
regulation of vacation rentals and short-
term rentals. MTA opposes.

SB 578: Deed restrictions—Excludes 
private deed restrictions from being 
considered by Michigan Tax Tribunal 
when highest and best use of property 
considered subject to an assessment 
dispute. MTA supports. 

SB 637: Small cell—Creates Small 
Wireless Communications Facilities 
Deployment Act that would standardize 
permits, fees, right-of-way use and other 
regulation of wireless service providers 
when utilizing the public right-of-way. 
MTA neutral.

SB 723 & HB 4362: Disabled 
veterans’ property tax exemption—
Requires reimbursement to local 
taxing units for property tax revenue 
loss incurred due to disabled veterans’ 
property tax exemptions. MTA supports.

SB 741: Local preemption—Prohibits 
local regulation of dogs based upon 
breed or perceived breed. MTA opposes.

SB 927: Personal property tax 
exemption—Provides exemption for 
qualified heavy equipment from property 
taxes. MTA opposes.

SB 1031: Personal property tax 
exemption—Provides exemption for 
qualified utility personal property 
installed after Dec. 31, 2017. MTA 
opposes.

SB 1035: Property tax exemption— 
Provides exemption for sportsmen club 
real property if dedicate facilities for 
charitable purpose for a limited period of 
time each year. MTA opposes.

HB 4077: Freedom of Information 
Act—Prohibits public bodies from 
commencing civil actions against 
entities making FOIA requests. MTA 
opposes. 

HB 4162: Special assessments—
Allows townships to create special 
assessment districts for communications 
infrastructure including broadband and 
high-speed internet. MTA supports.

HB 4184: Open Meetings Act—
Clarifies physical presence required for 
vote, excluding emergency meetings 
and elected members called for military 
duty; allows board to waive one meeting 
for each member for good cause. MTA 
neutral. 

HB 4290 & SB 756: Sewer backup 
liability—Amends definition for a sewage 
disposal system event, clarifies the 
identification of a design or construction 
defect in a sewage disposal system, and 
provides governmental agencies with 
expanded immunity from system overflow 
or backup. MTA supports. 

HBs 4359, 4370 & 4371: Special 
assessments—Allows townships to 
create special assessment district for 
private utility services. MTA supports. 

HB 4397: Dark stores—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. 

HBs 4431-4432: Legislative 
subpoena—Expands legislative subpoena 
authority to include local public bodies. 
MTA opposes.

HB 4671: Election administration— 
Allows local or county clerk to conduct 
election activities for a local clerk if 
approved by the governing bodies of both 
participating entities. MTA neutral. 

HB 4679 & SB 495: Legislative fiscal 
note—Would require fiscal notes to be 
prepared on the financial impact of 

legislation before legislative action could 
occur. MTA supports.

HBs 4747-4748: Filing fee for 
township candidates—Provides option for 
individuals seeking township offices to 
pay a filing fee or file signature petitions 
to be on the ballot. MTA supports.

HBs 4814-4815: Millage election 
limitation—Limits all millage ballot 
questions—including new, increasing 
and renewal millages—to November 
general elections after Dec. 31, 2017.  
MTA opposes.

HB 4766: Open Meetings Act—Allows 
additional remedies for noncompliance 
to include attorney fees and allow a one-
year window during which civil actions 
may be brought. MTA opposes.

HBs 4986 & 1042: Disabled 
veterans’ property tax exemption/income 
tax—Provides an income tax credit for 
disabled veterans in an amount equal to 
100 percent of the individual’s property 
taxes paid or 23 percent of gross rent 
paid and repeals the disabled veterans’ 
property tax exemption. MTA supports.

HB 5098: Rights-of-way—Requires 
local governments to provide one-year 
notification and waive permit fees, and 
prohibits request for any study or survey 
when requesting relocation of facilities 
owned by an entity holding a license 
under the Michigan Telecommunications 
Act or a franchise under the Uniform 
Video Services Local Franchise Act. MTA 
opposes.

HB 5207: Semi-open primary— 
Requires voter to indicate which political 
party ballot he or she wishes to vote at 
primary election. MTA neutral.

HB 5490: Michigan Transportation 
Fund—Allows townships to assume 
jurisdiction of roads under jurisdiction of 
county road commissions and receive a 
share of Michigan Transportation Fund 
revenue that would otherwise go to the 
county road commission. MTA supports.

HB 5947: Land use/zoning 
preemption—Limits local zoning 
regulation of a barn or other facilities 
on land zoned for agricultural purposes 
for commercial venue for weddings or 
similar events. MTA opposes.

HB 6049 & SB 1025: Assessing—
Provides for  the shift of certain 
assessment functions to county 
equalization departments. MTA opposes.

inside Lansing
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Examining  
rural issues

Surrounded by stunning waterfalls and majestic forests, 
the small township on the western end of the Upper 
Peninsula is the kind of place where the 300 or so residents 
know their neighbors, and where weekend visitors can escape 
to recharge their batteries.

But beneath the township’s beauty lie problems that 
Supervisor John Cox has grappled with for years. New 
residents aren’t moving in, and vacant houses are either sold 
to the occasional weekender or simply torn down. Finding 
people to fill vacancies on the board of review or a local 
commission is challenging at best. One of the township’s 
few employers requires training that most residents just don’t 
have. Meanwhile, with fewer homeowners to pay property 

Wakefield Township (Gogebic Co.) is a nature lover’s dream. 

taxes and more land joining the commercial forest program, 
property tax revenue has dropped by at least 20 percent in the 
last eight years. And a growing drug problem has resulted 
in more addicts being hauled to the county jail, meaning 
Wakefield Township must cough up a higher county tax 
payment. 

Cox knows his township’s troubles are far from unique. 
Over the past decade, rural communities throughout 
Michigan—and the U.S. as a whole—have experienced 
challenges without easy solutions. Since the Great Recession, 
many urban and suburban areas have recovered, while some 
rural communities are left to wonder if they will ever fully 
return to their former selves.
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Rural communities are just as unique as urban places, and they can 
capitalize on that uniqueness to attract visitors and residents. Many 
communities host festivals or market their local businesses. Outdoor 
recreation is especially key to bringing in visitors, whether it’s bike paths, 
water trails or scenic waterfronts.

Yet even as the challenges seem insurmountable, Cox and 
other local officials remain fiercely committed to the rural way 
of life. From the westernmost corners of the Upper Peninsula 
to the border counties of Lower Michigan, township officials 
have never stopped believing that they—and their residents—
are fortunate to call townships home. They’re fighting to 
make life better for their current residents—and their future 
neighbors. Even as Cox rattles off a list of problems, he’s 
always optimistic.

“It’s a good lifestyle up here. That’s why I moved back,” he 
said. “All the things you like to do outdoors are right here. 
Those things help get people to visit. Some will like it, some 
won’t, and some will want to move here. The people who like 
this lifestyle are starting to discover us slowly.”

Rural Michigan
Like the rest of the country, the majority of Michigan’s land 
mass is considered rural. Most people think they know a rural 
community when they see one, but it’s not as simple as spying 
a few cornfields or counting the number of stoplights. The 
U.S. Census Bureau simply defines “rural” as any community 
outside of an urban area, whether that’s an urbanized area of 
at least 50,000 people, or urban clusters with more than 2,500 
but less than 50,000 people. 

Rural Michigan presents an interesting paradox. While 
93 percent of the state’s land area is classified as rural, just 
25 percent of the state’s population lives there. The rest are 
clustered in the remaining 7 percent, with Detroit reaching a 
population density of up to 5,000 residents per square mile. 
In contrast, of Michigan’s 1,530 townships and cities, 890 
of them—58.2 percent—have a population density of fewer 
than 100 people per square mile. Among Michigan’s 1,240 
townships, about 1,060 are considered rural. 

The U.S. is not a static country, and as the economy and 
technology develops, rural territories have shrunk as the 
country becomes more urbanized. More than a century ago, 
about 35 percent of the U.S. population lived in metro areas. 
Today, that number has exploded to 85 percent. 

Declining, aging populations
In rural communities throughout Michigan, many 
populations are made up largely of retirees. When those 
retirees pass away, they’re not being replaced by new residents 
moving to the area. Meanwhile, there aren’t enough young 
people living in the township to have children and make up 
for the lack of people moving in. The result is a slow decline in 
population—and that’s not including the residents who decide 
to pack up and move away.

Adding to this problem in some communities is the 
disturbing trend of rising mortality rates among young adults. 
Between 1999-2001 and 2013-15, rural mortality for 25- to 
29-year-olds rose from 135 deaths to 165 deaths per 100,000 
people—a 20 percent increase. Experts say that’s the result of 
the spreading opioid epidemic. As prescription medications 
such as opioids are abused, heroin overdose deaths have 
become more and more common. 

Some Michigan communities fare better than others 
simply because of their geography. If they’re located along 
a lake, or their township boasts lush parks and hiking trails, 
they’ll still attract new residents. Others reap the benefits 
of nearby urban centers that offer jobs to those willing to 
commute. Green Charter Township (Mecosta Co.) hasn’t 
grown in the past few years, but its population has held steady 
thanks to employment opportunities in Big Rapids and other 
surrounding communities, Supervisor James Chapman said. 

A slow recovery
Too many townships can trace their population decline to 
the years when the Great Recession hit. While the recession 
impacted both urban and rural communities, recovery was a 
harder slog for rural areas, with a job growth rate of less than  
1 percent per year compared to nearly 2 percent for urban 
areas. This slower growth meant rural employment didn’t 
return to pre-2001 levels until 2015. 

Today, Michigan’s economic comeback may be all but 
complete, but you might not know it to look around many 



township focus  |  AUGUST 2018   17 

rural communities. Shuttered factories never reopened, and 
vacancies in industrial parks were left unfilled. Hillsdale 
County was once home to five locations for a major employer. 
By the time the recession was over, none of them survived. In 
a community where generations grew up expecting to have a 
job waiting for them at a manufacturing plant, this loss was 
devastating, said Sharon Bisher, president and CEO of the 
Hillsdale County Community Foundation. 

Since then, Hillsdale County has rebuilt its manufacturing 
base, with new plants calling the county home. The problem 
is, young adults can no longer simply walk out of high school 
without any specialized training and get a job there. The 
highly technical positions require at least some post-secondary 
education in robotics or welding. And just 23 percent of the 
county’s population has any post-secondary education at all. 

“We’re scrambling to get our workforce trained for some of 
those higher-end jobs,” Bisher said.

Rural communities are still working to attract new 
manufacturing jobs. But convincing a major company to 
locate in a remote community is often a hard sell, said Andy 
Hayes, an economic development educator with Michigan 
State University Extension, who’s also president of the 
Northern Lakes Economic Alliance. Most businesses aren’t 
just looking for the community that offers them the best deal, 
though that does play a role. They’re also considering factors 
such as a trained workforce and the quality of life that the area 
offers their employees. 

Jobs that aren’t related to manufacturing are also 
dependent on an asset that’s already hard to come by in 
rural communities—people. Service-sector job fields from 
education to health care are often few and far between in 
low-population communities, where schools are small and 
hospitals are out-of-town.

Without jobs, young people may not see a future in their 
rural homes. Often, men and women who go on from high 
school to a four-year university never return to the place 
they grew up. This outward migration not only hurts a 
community’s population—it also guarantees that most people 
who stay behind won’t have the training desired by the very 
employers the community is trying to attract. 

Poverty: Not just an urban problem
Nationwide, household incomes are lower in rural areas than 
in urban areas. The recession isn’t entirely to blame—some 
persistently poor counties have had high poverty percentages 
for decades. That’s the case in Hillsdale County, where a large 
portion of the population is experiencing generational poverty, 
Bisher said. They’re largely considered “working poor,” with 
as many as two employed people in a household still barely 
making enough to get by. Countywide, 40 percent of the 
population has a household income of less than $34,000, and 
60 percent make less than $50,000 per year. 

“While it’s better in a rural community because our costs 
are lower, that’s still barely break-even for a family of four,” 
Bisher said.

Added Hayes, a Petoskey native, “Even in our rural area, 
which is widely known as a vacation area, it is not unusual for 
a service worker to have multiple jobs. You see them at the 
coffee shop in the morning, and they are waiting tables that 
same evening.” 

Rural poverty might not be as visible as urban poverty 
simply because there aren’t necessarily “poor areas” or 
homeless people living on the street. But look closer and it’s 
almost certainly there. You might see multiple generations of 
family members living in one home to save money. People in 
between homes might sleep on a relative’s or friend’s couch, or 
even in their cars. 

Resources lacking
While more urban and suburban municipalities might have 
multiple food pantries, shelters and low-income services, most 
rural communities have far fewer resources. The ones available 
might be across the county, rendering them inaccessible to 
someone without a car. 

And public transportation is almost nonexistent in 
many rural communities. A lack of buses or other public 
transportation doesn’t just keep residents in poverty from 
getting to the services they need. It can stop them from 
getting a job, perpetuating the cycle of poverty, Hayes said. 

Opioid epidemic
Turn on any news station and you’ll likely hear about the 
opioid epidemic sweeping through the country. To rural 
communities like Wakefield Township, this isn’t a news story. 
It’s a real-life issue that’s exploded in the last few years. Cox 
said Gogebic County’s jail is filled to capacity largely due 
to drug arrests, forcing some inmates to be housed in Iron 
County or even Wisconsin. He doesn’t need statistics to know 
his community has a problem—it’s clearly visible just from 
interacting with residents.

 “You can see it in their faces, in the way they look when 
they walk down the street and in the way they act,” Cox said.

He’s working closely with the county sheriff as well as the 
prosecutor and circuit court judge to make sure that anyone 
selling drugs is arrested and sent to prison. But that fight 
comes at a cost. The more people from Wakefield Township 
housed at the county jail, the more his township has to pay in 
county taxes. 

“Whether it’s sustainable or not, I don’t know,” Cox said. 
“It’s not something you want to spend money on, but what 
else can you do?”

Infrastructure woes
When rural townships try to attract new residents and 
businesses, the conversation stops when someone inevitably 
asks, “Can I get internet here?” Broadband is considered a 
basic necessity, something needed for homework, business 
and day-to-day life. The problem for many rural communities 
is no communications company is willing to install 
infrastructure there. Either their population density is too 
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People are looking for different characteristics in the place they call home 
throughout their lives, and when someone marries and has children, rural 
communities begin to look much more attractive. 

sparse, or their terrain is too rocky or tree-covered to give 
companies their needed return on investment.

Currently, the Legislature is considering bills that would 
allow local units to pay for broadband through a special 
assessment. Some townships have asked their voters to 
approve a millage to pay for installing a public broadband 
infrastructure, but so far only one—in Lyndon Township 
(Washtenaw Co.)—has been successful. 

That leaves townships like Green Charter Township stuck 
with less-than-perfect solutions. About 11 years ago, the 
township leased Mecosta County property to build a fixed 
wireless internet tower that broadcasts a signal to nearby 
subscribing homes. The speed may not be the fastest, but they 
can at least conduct most common personal and business uses. 

“It’s not as fast as cable internet, but it’s there,” Chapman 
said. “Issues have popped up, and there have been manage-
ment challenges to deal with, but it gets us wireless along  
the [Muskegon] river and in those hollows that wouldn’t 
have otherwise.”

The impact on townships
Ask a rural township official to name their biggest problems 
and you’ll likely hear some variation of, “We can’t find 
enough people to fill our vacancies.” Whether it’s recruiting 
residents to sit on the board of review or convincing someone 
new to run for a township office, the pool of possible people 
is often shallow at best. Cox spreads the word in Wakefield 
Township’s newsletter and asks everyone he knows to help 
fill vacancies, but it’s still often not enough. 

“Running in politics is a lot of work,” he said. “I’ve been 
here since 2006. It’s more work today than it was then, and 
I’ve got less people to do it.”

Dwindling populations also mean fewer people filling 
homes in townships—leading to lower property tax revenues. 
For townships with high percentages of state-owned land 
and more land joining the commercial forest program, the 
impact is even greater. 

That leaves little wiggle room for townships already 
used to carefully budgeting and managing their tax dollars 
to ensure they provide their residents with high-quality 
services. So when local roads need repairs, and county road 
commissions require matching funding, townships without 
the money to pay for it are left scrambling. That’s one of 
Green Charter Township’s biggest challenges, Chapman 
said.

Fire service is also difficult for rural communities, most 
of which are too small to warrant a full-time department. 
Townships in this situation often contract out the service or 
partner with another municipality. Even in these cases, the 
departments are frequently paid on-call or volunteer. And 
when most residents work out-of-town or in demanding 
full-time jobs, recruiting volunteer firefighters is a major 
challenge, Chapman said. In the past, rural townships  
were filled with farmers and people working at small 
businesses right in their community. 

“When I was growing up, the fire chief was the barber,” 
Chapman said. “My uncle was a firefighter and he was a 
postmaster. It was expected in the community that if you 
hired someone, and they were on the fire department, you 
let him loose when there was a fire run. That’s not the 
community standard anymore.”

Ever-increasing state requirements are what draws 
Supervisor Bill Dohn’s ire in Little Traverse Township 
(Emmet Co.). As a resort community, Little Traverse 
Township has escaped some of the ailments typical of rural 
areas, but like most other municipalities, it has a limited 
budget that the board allocates and spends judiciously. 
When state regulations amount to higher costs, making the 
numbers work is tough and time-consuming. 

“The state government is running us out of business with 
regulation,” Dohn said. 

Seeking solutions
Rural problems are certainly complex, and they won’t be 
solved by holding one community meeting or updating 
your master plan. But that doesn’t mean rural townships are 
doomed to a future of decline. Townships that want to grow 
or maintain their population can use a multi-faceted strategy 
to bring their community into the future and attract new 
residents.
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Own your identity
The fact is, not everyone will want to live in your 

community. Some people thrive on the energy of a big 
city, and they don’t like the idea of being far from trendy 
restaurants and shopping centers. Don’t waste your time 
trying to attract people who aren’t interested in the rural 
lifestyle, Hayes said. Focus your efforts on people who want 
to be there. According to Hayes, this should include making 
sure your township or area has employment opportunities for 
the 30 percent of every graduating class who already know 
they want to stay, as well as job opportunities for those who 
leave and choose to return at a later point in their lives.

Hayes also tells local officials not to spend their efforts 
agonizing over keeping people in their 20s after college 
graduation. He’s more interested in getting them to move 
back when they’re ready to raise a family. People are looking 
for different characteristics in the place they call home 
throughout their lives, and when someone marries and 
has children, rural communities begin to look much more 
attractive. The key, however, is to make sure your community 
has job opportunities to entice them to come back, among 
other necessities. 

“What does it take for someone who’s 25 to 35 to move 
back to a community?” Hayes said. “They need employment. 
They need housing they can afford. They need affordable, 
quality childcare. Those are the things we wrestle with.”

Collaboration
Chances are your township isn’t the only rural community 

in your area. Your resources will go much further—and 
you’re more likely to be successful—if you collaborate across 
jurisdictional lines. 

Hayes credits much of the development in his area 
to the collaborative approach of the Northern Lakes 
Economic Alliance, a four-county economic and community 
development organization. This public-private partnership 
formed more than 30 years ago when the state eliminated 
funding for county economic development offices in favor 
of forming the now-Michigan Economic Development 
Corporation (MEDC). Charlevoix, Antrim and Emmet 
counties realized they didn’t have the resources alone to 
advance their economies alone. Instead, they pooled their 
money—along with a private-sector investment—to hire 
an economic development director. Eventually, Cheboygan 
County joined too, and today, the organization has a full-
time staff of six economic and community development 
professionals who assist communities and businesses 
throughout the area. None of that would have been possible 
for just one community alone, Hayes said.

While collaboration is common among nonprofits, Bisher 
doesn’t see it as often with local governments. 

“I think if they’re willing to partner, and look at their tax 
increment finance dollars and workforce development dollars, 
they could be that caveat to the community and help their 
neighbors,” she said. “Having that willingness to start that 
conversation would be huge.”

Providing jobs
Attracting jobs isn’t an easy task for any community, let 

alone a small rural township. Hayes takes the approach of 
committing to out-hustle every other community. He knows 
where every shovel-ready site and vacant building is, and he 
makes sure the MEDC knows too. Then when a company 
shows an interest in Michigan, he responds right away with 
sites that will meet their needs and has a rapid-response team 
ready to meet the company representative for a site visit or set 
up any appointments they might need. 

“That’s a strategy any rural community can do—you need 
to know what you’ve got to make it easy and seamless for the 
client,” Hayes said.

Another part of the equation is making sure your 
community has trained workers ready to fill today’s high-
tech jobs. Your township might have to get creative, and 
you’ll most likely need to partner with a school, community 
college, nonprofit or another organization to turn the vision 
into a reality. Some communities have found success with 
vocational and dual-enrollment high school programs, while 
others focus on on-the-job training with manufacturers. 
They’re also spreading the word about the need for skilled-
trade workers as well as the education required to secure 
those jobs.

Hayes’ northern Michigan region was in desperate need 
of training to prepare workers for new jobs that required 
them to run computerized numerically controlled (CNC) 
machines. The problem was, any vocational center they built 
would be too far for many people to use it since the area was 
so rural. So, they improvised—and through a partnership 
with the MEDC, a local community college and 13 other 
public and private entities, Michigan’s first mobile CNC 
training lab was born. Any company that needed employee 
training could request a truck to haul the lab right to their 
doorstep. It’s also used for local high schools so that students 
can be trained before they graduate, and has a campus-based 
program at North Central Michigan College.

While attracting a major company might be difficult for 
some rural communities, that doesn’t mean you’re out of the 
job-creating game. Many jobs in small communities exist 
because residents decided to start their own businesses. Hayes 
believes encouraging entrepreneurs and providing them 

Tools for rural communities
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Rural 

Development has a wide variety of programs and grants to 
help rural communities with everything from stormwater 
separation and infrastructure to affordable housing and 
rehabbing downtowns. State Director Jason Allen said the 
USDA Rural Development is a tool for rural communities, 
with offices sprinkled throughout the state. 

A full list of programs is available on the USDA website: 
https://www.rd.usda.gov/publications/fact-sheets. 
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with resources is a crucial part of his economic development 
strategy. Helping people who have already decided they like 
the lifestyle of your area can be the best way to add jobs to your 
community. Oftentimes, they need assistance with business 
planning, finance, marketing, etc. to turn their hobby into a 
business. While tools and resources are available to help these 
entrepreneurs, in a rural area, a community also must willing 
to locate them in advance to make them easier for would-be 
business owners to tap into.

Placemaking
Jessica AcMoody, senior policy specialist at Community 

Economic Development Association of Michigan (CEDAM), 
is a big believer in placemaking. Rural communities are just 
as unique as urban places, and they can capitalize on that 
uniqueness to attract visitors and residents. Many communities 
host festivals or market their local businesses. Outdoor 
recreation is especially key to bringing in visitors, whether it’s 
bike paths, water trails or scenic waterfronts.

CEDAM works with rural communities to complete 
assessments identifying their assets, challenges and short-
term projects that can move them toward long-term 
planning. The organization’s Michigan Rural Council also 
helps connect communities to federal resources and grants.

Be yourself
Rural communities must also realize that they’re not going 
to have the same assets and resources as urban centers—and 
they shouldn’t try. The quiet life is what drew residents to rural 
townships in the first place. Some resulting challenges will 
always remain, but that doesn’t mean they’re not worth the fight. 

“It’s a choice made by the people of my township,” 
Chapman said of rural life. “You have the lifestyle that we all 
love here, but with it comes the challenges of not having the 
resources of a large community. Everyone who’s looking for a 
place to live has to find the balance of what they’re willing to 
gain and what they’re willing to give up. 

“Our people have chosen the balance that’s our township. 
Our board’s duty is to maintain that balance.”
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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 

Providing training and skills for 
effective leadership

Mark your calendar for MTA On the Road 
MTA is traveling across the state this fall for our MTA On 
The Road regional meeting series. Don’t miss this opportunity 
to connect with fellow township officials, get the inside scoop 
on issues impacting townships, and visit with MTA staff and 
vendors—all in one day, at one location, near you! 

Each regional meeting offers insights into the challenges 
facing townships, including legislative changes on the 
horizon, and provides strategies to make your board more 
effective and responsive. This year, breakout sessions dig into 
deputies, meeting mastery, and the relationship between the 
township board, planning commission and zoning board of 
appeals. From roles to regulations, priorities to expectations, 
we’ll explore how they work together and who does what. 

Dates and locations are:
Oct. 2: Bavarian Inn Lodge, Frankenmuth
Oct. 3: Riverwalk Place Resort, Gladwin
Oct. 9: Magnusson Franklin Square Inn, Houghton
Oct. 10: Island Resort & Conference Center, Harris
Oct. 11: Bay Mills Resort, Brimley
Oct. 17: Fetzer Center at Western Michigan University, 

Kalamazoo
Oct: 18: Comfort Inn Conference Center, Chelsea
Oct. 22: Treetops Resort Conference Center, Gaylord
Oct. 23: Ramada Inn, Alpena
Oct. 29: Crystal Center at Crystal Mountain, 

Thompsonville
Oct. 30: Holiday Inn, Big Rapids
Registration materials were mailed in July. Download 

the agenda, detailed descriptions and a registration form, or 
register online at www.michigantownships.org.

in total attended, including 
about 1,100 delegates, 
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75 speakers and VIPs
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Township     County

_________________________________________________________  
Daytime Telephone                                                        Email Address

_________________________________________________________
Name                                                                              Title              

_________________________________________________________
Name                                                                              Title              

_________________________________________________________
Name                                                                              Title              

_________________________________________________________
Name                                                                              Title    

REGISTRATION INFORMATION

Emerging Issues in Emergency Services
This annual event is designed to offer both an update and a better 
understanding of the myriad of hot issues facing your township’s 
fire department and emergency services personnel. Township board 
members and fire officials alike should join us on Sept. 17 at the 
Bavarian Inn Lodge in Frankenmuth for this full-day event. 

You’ll get a variety of informative sessions and hear from several 
experts, including State Fire Marshal Kevin Sehlmeyer, who will provide 
the inside scoop on inspections of places of public assemblage and the 
safety of our firefighters.

Get an update from the state Bureau of EMS, Trauma and 
Preparedness on administrative rule revisions, the critical care paramedic 
project, introduction of the newly formed EMS Safety Committee 
activities and the MI EMS workforce assessment and recruitment project, as well as what’s new with the data subcommittee and 
transition to MI EMSIS v.3.4.

Learn more about community integrated paramedicine, how programs are developed 
and the partners involved. Hear success stories from Michigan programs, as well as the 
strategic plan and status. Gain insight into available grants and sustainability plans.

Find out what’s new with the state minimum equipment list and new model protocols 
for medical first responder agencies, explore what’s possible with the MPSCS radio system 
and fire paging, discover resources for rural recruiting, compliance, cooperation, and more!

A full list of speakers and topics appears on the brochure sent to your township last 
month. It’s also available online at www.michigantownships.org.

Registration, along with continental breakfast, begins at 8:30 a.m. Class is held from 
9 a.m. to 4:15 p.m., and includes lunch served at noon.

Cancellations & Substitutions
Written cancellation requests received at the MTA office by Sept. 4 will receive a full refund.  
No refunds will be issued thereafter. You may substitute another individual from your township for 
your registration at any time without incurring a charge; please notify MTA of the change.

E m e r g i n g  I s s u e s  R e g i s t r a t i o n  F o r m

Send your completed registration form with payment to MTA, P.O. Box 80078, Lansing, MI 48908-0078; 
fax: (517) 321-8908. Or register online at www.michigantownships.org. Questions? Call (517) 321-6467.

 Check enclosed (payable to MTA)
 Charge to: (circle one)    MasterCard     VISA

-                  -                   -

  Card # Expires

  Print Card Holder’s Name Signature

/

NOTE: Payment must accompany form in order to be processed.

upcoming MTA workshop

Sept. 17 at the Bavarian Inn Lodge, Frankenmuth

r  REGULAR rate*: $133        For paid registrations received after Sept. 4.

r  EARLY-BIRD rate*: $113  For paid registrations received by Sept. 4.

Save $20/person by registering early!
Online registration available at www.michigantownships.org.

 ______ (# registered)   x   $_______ (rate*)        =       $_________ 

AMOUNT ENCLOSED              =        $_________   

*Rate applies to MTA members. Non-members, call for rates.



Send your completed registration form with payment to MTA, P.O. Box 80078, Lansing, MI 48908-0078;  
fax: (517) 321-8908. Or register online at www.michigantownships.org. Questions? Call (517) 321-6467.

upcoming MTA workshops
REGISTRATION INFORMATION

September workshops examine  
board decisions, personnel policies
MTA can help your board improve its decision-making process and craft 
effective township personnel policies, from the basic components to how  
to keep it current. Join us at the WMU Beltline Campus Conference 
Center in Grand Rapids this September. Register for one (or both!)  
of the sessions described below:

Managing Your Township Team (F-104; 6 credits)
Sept. 20 from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m.  (Includes lunch served at noon)
Every township has employees. Township board members, deputies, election workers, assessors and firefighters are employees 
for at least some employment purposes, and so are volunteers. Every township, large and small, needs to be prepared to address 
human resource issues. Hiring, firing, discipline, compensation, and recruiting and managing volunteers are just a few areas 
where township officials must be knowledgeable. Preparing and implementing appropriate policies can improve morale around 
your township hall, help you retain quality people and, even more importantly, help your township avoid employment- (or even 
volunteer-) related risks. 
Get the tools you need to better manage employees, deputies, volunteers ... something for everyone on your township team. 
Participants will walk away with a sample personnel policy handbook that you can take back to your township to mold into your 
own personalized version. 

How Boards Make Decisions (B-102; 4 credits)
Sept. 21 from 9 a.m. to Noon  
(Includes continental breakfast)
Maximize the effectiveness of group decisions and learn 
how “knowledge-based” governance will guide your board to 
make informed choices with improved outcomes (and less 
headaches)! This course challenges “old ways of thinking” 
and gives a refreshing look at the decision-making process 
that will meld various viewpoints into a consensus decision 
that everyone is more likely to support.
 

_________________________________________________________
Township                                                                                   County

_________________________________________________________  
Daytime Telephone                                                         Email Address

_________________________________________________________
Name & Title         r Board Decisions     r Managing Team     r Both

_________________________________________________________
Name & Title         r Board Decisions     r Managing Team     r Both

_________________________________________________________
Name & Title         r Board Decisions     r Managing Team     r Both

_________________________________________________________
Name & Title         r Board Decisions     r Managing Team     r Both

R e g i s t r a t i o n  F o r m

*Rates apply to MTA members. Non-members, call for rates.

  Check enclosed (payable to MTA)
  Charge to: (circle one) MasterCard     VISA   

                        -                  -                   -                        

  Card #                                                                                           Expires

  Print Card Holder’s Name                                                            Signature

/

NOTE: Payment must accompany form in order to be processed.

# of Sessions Registration Fee    Total

    x                      =

	 	 	 				Registration Rate*    Discounted Rate*
          After Sept. 6 Before Sept. 6  
    FULL PROGRAM: All sessions   $254/attendee $214/attendee
     Board Decisions (B-102)    $109/attendee $  89/attendee
    Managing Township Team (F-104)   $145/attendee $125/attendee

These courses are part of MTA’s Township Governance Academy (TGA).
They are designed to enhance your leadership skills and motivate you 
to take on the challenges and opportunities unique to those serving as 
an elected official. Regardless of your position on the board or amount 
of experience, TGA will move you to a higher level of performance 
and make your service more rewarding. Uncertain whether TGA is 
for you? Try it! You do NOT have to be enrolled in TGA to attend the 
courses. Credit will be assigned retroactively if you enroll within six months  
of attending.
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Cancellations & Substitutions: Written cancellation requests received at the MTA office 
by Sept. 6 will receive a full refund. No refunds will be issued thereafter. You may 
substitute another individual from your township for your registration at any time 
without incurring a charge; please notify MTA of the change. Substitutions are not 
allowed for registrations made using scholarship funds.
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But when the weather turns warm, the area transforms 
overnight. Mountain bikers whiz through trails, rent vacation 
homes and fill restaurant booths after a hard day of riding. 
Campgrounds are dotted with tents and trailers. And as word 
spreads about the Keweenaw Peninsula’s mountain biking 
trails, each year gets a little bigger.

The region is internationally known as a mountain biking 
mecca—and for good reason, Probst said. In 2015, trail 
counters showed that 20,000 bikers passed the main trail 
head between May and October. That’s a number that’s only 
expected to grow. 

“This whole area is really natural and lends itself to the 
mountain bikers,” he said. “The trails are spectacular. It’s 
blossoming.”

Eagle Harbor Township and other communities in 
the Keweenaw Peninsula have long been known for their 
recreation opportunities. In years past, snowmobiling was all 
the rage, and the region attracted lovers of the sport in droves. 

Mountain biking first took off after it was invented in 
California in the 1970s. Eventually, the sport found its 
way to Michigan. As enthusiasts in the Upper Peninsula 
looked around the forests’ rocky, hilly terrain along the Lake 

For a large chunk of the year, Eagle Harbor Township (Keweenaw Co.) 
is a sleepy community of about 50 full-time residents. Supervisor 
Rich Probst rarely sees a stranger when he stops to pick up groceries 

or takes orders at his family restaurant. Life is quiet in this Upper Peninsula 
community. 

‘Mountain biking mecca’ draws 
thousands to U.P. townships
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Superior shoreline, they 
saw nothing but potential. 
And the old logging roads 
that crisscrossed the woods 
looked like they were 
practically made for bikes.

At first, the logging 
roads in neighboring Grant 
Township (Keweenaw Co.) 
were home to the Copper 
Harbor Fat Tire Festival, 
a now-annual event which 
had just 30 participants in 
its first year. Then, as the 
festival’s popularity grew, 
local volunteers armed with 
chainsaws and pruning 
shears took it upon themselves to start building a network 
of single-track trails, where mountain bikers ride single file. 
Even without an organization behind the trails, word spread, 
eventually attracting national attention from a National 
Geographic Adventure magazine story. 

Then, in 2008, a nonprofit called the Copper Harbor 
Trails Club took the trails to the next level. The group 
contracted with a local company, Rock Solid Trail 
Contracting, to build single-track trails that wind over hills, 
rocks, roots and bridges. A combination of hard-packed dirt 
trails and wooden sections resembling boardwalks traverse 
both public and private land, with local agreements being the 
key to maintaining access.

Today, the 35-mile trail system is designated as an 
International Mountain Bicycling Association Silver Level 
Ride Center and is ranked among the top five trail systems in 
the world. Other trail systems, such as Swedetown, Michigan 
Tech Recreational Forest and Churning Rapids, also draw 
thousands of mountain bikers to the peninsula.

Falling in love with mountain biking
It was on one of the early Copper Harbor trails that Probst 
first experienced mountain biking. Though he was born 
in Detroit and went to high school in Traverse City, he 
spent his summers helping his dad and stepmom with their 
restaurant in Eagle Harbor Township. He’d heard so much 
about the mountain biking trails that he knew he had to try 
it for himself. Without much research or experience, he took 
his old, rigid bike on a trail called Kamikaze. Looking back, 
the name itself should have tipped him off. By the time he 
came to the end of the rooty, rough trail, his body had taken 
a beating.

 “I remember thinking, I need some sort of suspension,” 
Probst said with a laugh. “It was incredibly bumpy.” 

Luckily, the ride didn’t turn him away from mountain 
biking, or the Keweenaw Peninsula. He loved the region’s 
wild beauty so much that he moved there for good in 1999. 

And as a full-time resident, mountain biking is one of his 
favorite pastimes. Anytime he talks to a friend below the 
bridge, he never misses an opportunity to coax them into 
traveling north to give the trails a try.

 Just what is it about them? Copper Harbor trails are fast, 
with plenty of hills and turns. It’s that perfect combination 
that creates what mountain bikers describe as flow—that 
feeling when one obstacle perfectly meshes into the next. 
It’s hard to explain, but bikers say when you feel it, you just 
know. 

“The trails are unbelievably fun,” Probst said. “I’ll tell 
whoever I can about them. I know they will definitely love 
these trails.”

Effortless placemaking
To Eagle Harbor Township, the trails are tantamount 
to placemaking, without requiring much work from the 
township. Local grocery stores and restaurants see a boon 
in business each year from visiting mountain bikers, and 
residents who use their homes as short-term rentals have  
no shortage of potential occupants clamoring for a weekend 
stay. A few businesses have also sprang up to serve adventure-
seekers, such as the Keweenaw Adventure Company,  
which rents everything from bikes to kayaks. Between 
summer mountain biking and winter snowmobiling, 
there’s enough activity to allow residents to make a living 
year-round.

Probst calls Eagle Harbor Township the best of both 
worlds. Residents experience the benefit of living near world-
class trails and get a summer business boost, but most of the 
traffic and chaos that comes with the season stays outside of 
township limits. 

While Probst loves the quiet, he’ll happily trade the laid-
back life for more activity if it means more people get to hit 
the trails. He wouldn’t want to keep the world-class trails  
to himself. Every mountain biker should experience them,  
he said.
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legal review Catherine Mullhaupt,  
MTA Staff Attorney

Renting out residence 15 days or more  
does not preclude PRE eligibility
Rentschler v. Township of Melrose, 322 Mich. App. 113—The 
state Court of Appeals reversed and remanded the Michigan Tax 
Tribunal’s decision that Rentschler was ineligible for the principal 
residence exemption (PRE) because he rented out the residence 
for more than 14 days in a year. The court held that the Michigan 
Department of Treasury’s Guidelines for the Michigan Principal 
Residence Exemption program does not have the force of law or of 
a legal requirement, and because the General Property Tax Act 
(GPTA) does not have any language disqualifying a property 
from primary residence status if it has been rented for 15 days 
or more, the Michigan PRE guideline limiting home rental is 
“erroneous and inconsistent with the GPTA.”

Confirmed: ‘Vacant’ land with constant use 
not subject to Home Rule City annexation
Township of Lockport v. City of Three Rivers, Michigan Supreme 
Court Order, 501 Mich. 952—The Michigan Supreme 
Court denied leave to appeal the Court of Appeals decision 
(319 Mich. App. 516) that the land subject to a permanent 
easement for a township water line was not “vacant” for the 
purposes of an annexation to the city under MCL 117.9(8). In 
support of the Court of Appeals’ favorable decision clarifying 
what constitutes “use” for determining what property may be 
subject to annexation, the MTA Legal Defense Fund funded 
an amicus brief arguing against the appeal.

Board not required to ratify decision 
challenged due to OMA violation
Lockwood v. Township of Ellington, ___ Mich. App. ___, 
March 13, 2018—Where the township failed to give notice 
of a Nov. 1, 2016, township board meeting, and the outgoing 
board met and appointed two planning commission members, 

a different, newly elected board installed later that month 
was permitted by the Open Meetings Act (OMA) to 
correct the failure to notice by holding a new meeting with 
proper notice. But the new board voted to appoint two 
different individuals to the planning commission, refusing 
to ratify the previous decisions. 

The state Court of Appeals held, “It is uncontested that 
OMA provides that public bodies may ratify decisions 
made at meetings that were not in conformity with OMA. 
… Although the board was permitted by OMA to correct 
the deficiency in the procedure by ratifying the decisions 
made during the November 1, 2016 meeting, there is 
nothing in OMA to suggest that it was required to ratify 
the decisions made during that meeting [Emphasis added]. 
MCL 15.270(5). Therefore, if an action taken at a meeting 
held in violation of OMA is not ratified, it is not valid, and 
has no force or effect. Further, there is nothing in OMA 
that suggests a board must be sued before correcting any 
procedural violations on its own. To conclude otherwise 
ignores the ratification provision included in OMA by 
the Legislature, and further would result in a waste of city 
resources and taxpayer dollars. … In sum, we conclude that 
because the appointments made at the November 1, 2016 
board meeting were violative of OMA and never ratified, 
they had no force or effect.” 

MSC upholds township zoning in  
refusing appeal for county shooting range
Coloma Township v. Berrien County, 501 Mich. 1032—The 
Michigan Supreme Court refused to hear an appeal of 
Coloma Charter Township v. Berrien County, 317 Mich. 
App. 127, thus upholding the state Court of Appeals 
ruling that the county’s shooting range was not an ancillary 
use of a county building containing indoor instructional 
rooms, and therefore not exempt from township zoning. 
In the long-standing dispute, the county had constructed 
a shooting range where township zoning did not allow for 
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Get started today at (855) BSA-SOFT   |  www.bsasoftware.com

Local Government ERP
Financial Management
Community Development
Public Works
Personnel Management

Experience the Difference

Scholarship 
Sponsor

ON WHAT DAYS OF THE WEEK  
DO ATTORNEYS FROM  

JOHNSON, ROSATI,  
SCHULTZ & JOPPICH  
RETURN CLIENT PHONE CALLS?

ANSWER: 

MONDAY THROUGH SUNDAY

You don’t stop worrying about your 
community at 5 p.m. Neither do we.

“Whenever I call our attorney at 
JRSJ, within 10 minutes I get a 
return phone call, and that means 
Saturdays and Sundays, too.” 
                                        —City Mayor

JRSJLAW.COM | 248.489.4100

J R SJ

JOHNSON  ROSATI
SCHULTZ   JOPPICH

it, and when the township prevailed in court, the county 
attempted to reopen the shooting range a few years later and 
label it an “ancillary use” of a newly constructed building for 
sheriff department training sessions. MTA’s Legal Defense 
Fund provided support in the case. 

FOIA definition of ‘public body’ does not 
include ‘agents’ acting on behalf of township
Bisio v. The City of the Village of Clarkson, Michigan Court of 
Appeals, Docket No. 335422, July 3, 2018 (Unpublished)—
Susan Bisio submitted Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)
requests for documents prepared by an attorney hired by the 
city regarding litigation her husband was pursuing against the 
city. When the city denied in part, she sued, contending that 
“the city attorney is defendant’s agent and that the documents 
that the city attorney creates, possesses, retains, and uses in 
the conduct of his work for defendant belong to defendant, 
the city attorney’s principal. For this reason, the letters at 
issue are records ‘prepared, owned, used, in the possession of, 
or retained’ by defendant. Plaintiff also contends that the city 
attorney performed an ‘official function’ for defendant when 
he sent or received each letter in his capacity as city attorney, 
and each letter involved city business.” 

However, the state Court of Appeals determined 
that “Plaintiff’s use of agency principles to argue that the 
contested documents the city attorney sent and received 
while negotiating for the city are public records subject to 
disclosure under FOIA is seductive, but it is unsupported 
by the plain language of the relevant statutes, by Michigan 
caselaw, and by the foreign caselaw relied upon by plaintiff.”

“The definition of ‘public body’ provided by [MCL 
15.232(h)(iii)] does not include officers or employees acting 
on behalf of cities, townships, and villages. By contrast, [MCL 
15.232(h)(i)], which provides the definition of ‘public body’ 
relevant to the executive branch of state government, does 
include officers and employees acting on behalf of the public 
body. Had the Legislature so intended, it could have included 
officers or employees, or agents, in the definition of public 
body that pertains to cities, townships, and villages. That it did 
not indicates the Legislature’s intent to limit ‘public body’ in  
[§ 232(h)(iii)] to the governing bodies of the entities listed.”

“Plaintiff’s foreign cases support her proposition that 
public records held remotely are subject to disclosure under 
FOIA. But they are not instructive on the issue of whether 
records prepared, used, and obtained by a city attorney 
during the course of negotiating issues relevant to the city’s 
environmental concerns but not submitted to the city, and 
with no evidence of the city having acted on them, are public 
records under [MCL 15.232(i)]. All of the relevant foreign 
cases involve records that the public bodies had somehow 
used in the performance of an official function, regardless of 
whether the public body ultimately possessed the records. 
Likewise, the plain language of the relevant statutes defining 
public record and public body, as well as relevant Michigan 
caselaw, do not support plaintiff’s contention that the city 
attorney’s possession and use of records in his role as city 
attorney is tantamount to the public body’s use and possession 
of the records in the performance of an official function.” 
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aroundthestate
t o w n s h i p s  i n  t h e  s p o t l i g h t

The first settlers arrived in Grass 
Lake in 1829. In 1832, Grass Lake 
Charter Township (Jackson Co.) was 

created. As the settlement grew, the federal 
government eventually moved the real first 
settlers, the local Native Americans, to reservations in  
Iowa in 1839. 

The village, which took its name from the nearby lake, was 
incorporated in 1871. Within six years, the community had 
17 businesses, two hotels, three churches, a furniture factory, 
a mineral springs “spa,” a resort at the lake, four saloons and 
several other enterprises, with the Michigan Central Railroad 
building a new depot in 1886.

Grass Lake Charter Township

At the turn of the 20th century, two competing electric 
interurban rail lines came through the community. The 
electric interurban railway system was a primary mode of 
public transportation. More than six railways intersected 
Jackson County and delivered visitors to and from Ann 
Arbor, Jackson, Battle Creek and Lansing. More than 
20 steam trains passed through each day, with seven of 
them making stops at the depot, which was built in 1887 
and restored in 1992. A stately home built by one of the 
interurban entrepreneurs, William Boland, is now known 
as “Gray Tower” and is currently home of the worldwide 
Romanian Orthodox Episcopal Church.

Other notable local events include national coverage 
of Grass Lake’s “all women” village council in 1948, 
establishment of the FaHoLo church camp, and the infamous 
Goose Lake rock concert in 1970.

Finally, life around Grass Lake was invigorated with the 
installation of new sewer and water systems throughout the 
area and brought with it the building of a new state-of-the-art 
high school, enlarged elementary and middle school facilities, 
a new Grass Lake Community Sports and Trails Recreation 
Park, and several new housing developments.

The once sleepy farming community has grown to be 
a thriving area with more than 6,000 residents, many new 
businesses, and a revitalized downtown. In 2009, 2012 and 
2017, the community gained national attention again with 
the running of the Stock Outboard Nationals on Grass 
Lake. Grass Lake is also home to the Michigan Center for 
Photographic Arts.

The community of Grass Lake was honored to receive the 
2017 Active Communities Award at the Governor’s Fitness 
Awards in Detroit. Grass Lake is a healthy place to call home.

Whether you are already a resident, a visitor, or are just 
looking for a great place to live, work and raise your family, 
Grass Lake Charter Township’s local officials welcome all to 
spend some time exploring the many possibilities within the 
Grass Lake area.  

See you 
in the U.P.!

Join us for MTA’s 
2018 UP North Summit—

two days of premier education 
and networking surrounded by the beauty 

of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. 

August 1-2
Island Resort & Conference Center, 

Harris
On-site registrations are welcome!

Single-day and single-session rates 
are also available. 

Learn more at www.michigantownships.org.
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