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20 The local role in the new economy
 The tenets of the 21st-century economy apply to every single township in  
 Michigan—regardless of whether it’s large and urban or small and rural. Any  
 community that wants to move forward can take steps today to be part of the  
 people-driven, global economy.

28 ‘A message of township unity’ at  
 MTA’s 2018 Capital Conference
 Strengthening relationships with legislators and learning more about  
 key township issues were among the highlights at MTA’s 2018 Capital 
 Conference, where nearly 200 officials gathered to ensure the township  
 message continues to resonate among lawmakers in Lansing.
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Larry Merrill
MTA Executive Directorlocal view

Whose roads are they?

Put a group of township officials together and the 
conversation quickly turns to roads; their poor 
condition, confusion as to who is responsible, or from 

where construction and maintenance money is supposed 
to come. Township officials complain to road agencies, 
prompting, “The township will have to pay to fix it” in 

response, followed by the township 
retort, “Why should we pay for 
your roads when you get road 
funding from the state and we get 
nothing?”

The public is confused as well. 
When people complain to the 
county road agency, they may be 
told to contact their township, and 
when they contact their township 
they are likely told the county is 

responsible.
Just whose roads are they?
Townships and county road agencies share rights-of-way 

regulatory authority. The Michigan Constitution requires 
a township franchise to transact local business in a public 
right-of-way. The General Highway Law and the Michigan 
Drain Code provide to townships additional permit approval 
authority and utility pole and line approval authority in road 
rights-of-way.

Michigan townships were also responsible for road 
construction and maintenance until the McNitt Act of 1931 
transferred jurisdiction to county road agencies. County road 
agencies have a legal duty to “keep in reasonable repair, so 
that they are reasonably safe and convenient for public travel, 
all county roads, bridges, and culverts that are within the 
county’s jurisdiction, are under its care and control, and are 
open to public travel.”

PA 51 of 1951 allocated state gas tax and vehicle 
registration revenues to the State Highway Department, 
county road commissions, and cities and villages—road 
agencies responsible for construction and maintenance. 
Although they receive no state transportation dollars,  
86 percent of townships voluntarily contribute around 
$200 million a year to county roads because state funds 
fail to generate anywhere near enough money for counties 
to adequately maintain roads. Without township funding, 
roads would be in far worse shape; more people would be 
hurt or killed, auto repair costs would be higher, and moving 

agricultural commodities and manufactured goods to market 
would cost more. People would be even madder. Absent 
considerably more state funding, this will continue to be the 
unavoidable reality. The best data we have available indicates 
that road millages are levied by 38 percent of Michigan’s 
townships.

By law, county road agencies can provide no more than 
half of the funding for construction projects. The law doesn’t 
say from where the other half must come, but in many cases 
townships are the most viable option. Townships can refuse 
to participate, or negotiate how much they will chip in, but 
who pays what will likely be determined by road agency 
policy, by who wants the project more, and whether money 
from other sources can be found.

In exchange for their financial support, townships expect 
road agency transparency, quality work at a fair price and 
a fair allocation of the road agency’s resources. Poorer 
townships are at a distinct disadvantage when matching 
funds determine which road projects get priority, but 
that’s when good relationships, realistic expectations and 
negotiating skills can come into play. A few townships have 
successfully sued county road agencies to fix specific road 
situations, but county road resources are a finite resource and 
a zero-sum game; additional funding and attention in one 
situation means less road work elsewhere.

There are many examples of counties and townships 
recognizing that roads are a shared responsibility, and 
regrettably some where blame and finger-pointing substitutes 
for action. Consequently, roads remain terrible and the public 
is frustrated, but auto body shops, tow trucks and tire stores 
have plenty of work. 
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a  c o m p e n d i u m  o f  n o t e w o r t h y  i t e m s

ON THE RISE

State population rises for sixth straight year  
Michigan’s population is continuing to rise, according to 
U.S. Census Bureau estimates released in late 2017. The new 
estimates mark the sixth straight year that the Great Lakes 
State has gained population. 

About 9,962,311 residents lived in the state on July 1, 2017, 
an increase of 28,866 people or 0.3 percent from a year earlier, 
according to the Census numbers. The state’s growth rate 
lagged behind the national rate, which was 0.7 percent. 

Michigan recorded a positive net migration—meaning 
more people are moving to the state than leaving—for the 
first time in records dating to at least 2000, according to the 
Census Bureau. Statistics were not available before then. 

According to state demographer Eric Guthrie, the new 
population estimates are the largest population addition for 
Michigan this decade. Guthrie predicted that the state will 
likely cross the 10 million mark—its peak population—again 
around 2020. 

OFFICE SPACE

Survey offers insights into workforce issues, 
challenges for Michigan’s local governments
A new report offers a glimpse into Michigan’s local 
government leaders’ thoughts on their jurisdictions’ 
workforce, including whether the size of the workforce is 
adequate for providing services, and personnel problems 
experienced. 

Among the key findings from the University of Michigan’s 
latest Michigan Public Policy Survey (MPPS) were: 

• Among jurisdictions with employees, 58 percent report 
increasing pay rates in 2017, while 57 percent predict 
they will increase pay rates in the coming year. Local 
officials indicate that most of these increases have been 
modest, and are expected to remain so.

• After widespread reports of workforce reductions 
following the Great Recession, many local governments 
in Michigan have modestly increased the size of their 
workforce in recent years. Nine percent of townships, 
specifically, say their workforce is larger today, while  
71 percent say it is about the same size. 

• Most local officials believe that their current workforce 
size is adequate to deliver the desired level of services, 
including public safety (police and fire), general 
administration, and other public works and services. 
However, 35 percent of jurisdictions identify at least one 
service area where their workforce size is inadequate. 
Almost half (47 percent) of Michigan counties say their 
workforce size is inadequate for police services.

• When it comes to workforce challenges, almost half  
(48 percent) of local jurisdictions report problems 
recruiting qualified employees. Fewer townships— 
38 percent—report recruiting issues. Contributing 
factors to recruiting issues include a shortage of 
qualified candidates (for 70 percent of all jurisdictions 
and 61 percent for townships specifically), and lack of 
competitive compensation (46 percent for all and  
35 percent for townships).

• While cities and counties report higher incidences of 
personnel issues, townships overall (84 percent) do not 
report an issue with either morale or adequate skillsets 
among employees. The number of townships reporting 
personnel issues increases for larger townships (with a 
population of 10,000 or more). 

MTA is a partner in the MPPS, which is sent via hard 
copy and the internet to top elected and appointed officials in 
all counties, cities, villages and townships in Michigan.

ELECTION REMINDER

Any vacancies before April 16  
must be filled by election
When vacancies occur for elected township offices, elections 
may need to be held to fill those vacancies, even when 
appointments have been made. If a township supervisor, 
treasurer, clerk or trustee vacancy occurs (or has already 
occurred) on or before April 16, it must be filled by election 
in 2018.  

The filing deadline for partisan candidates is April 24, 2018, 
at 4 p.m. Those wishing to run without party affiliation have a 
filing deadline of July 19, 2018, at 4 p.m.

For more information, download MTA’s “Filling Township 
Board Vacancies” resource toolkit. Access via the “Index of 
Topics” under the “Answer Center” tab after logging in to the 
members-only section of www.michigantownships.org. 
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LOCAL UPDATES FROM ACROSS MICHIGAN

Township happenings
Canton Charter Township (Wayne Co.) Municipal 

Services Department (MSD) was recently awarded 
the American Public Works Association accreditation 
designation. The accreditation program recognizes public 
works agencies that go beyond the requirements of the 
management practices established nationally in the public 
works industry. The Canton MSD is the 133rd agency in 
North America to be awarded the designation. 

The restored Brady 
Lodge opened to the public 
at Independence Charter 
Township’s (Oakland Co.) 
Bay Court Park with an official 
ribbon-cutting last fall. The 
historic Brady Lodge was 
constructed in 1921 by George Nexen Brady—a businessman 
who devoted time and resources to various charitable 
organizations in Detroit and was supporter of the Boy Scout 
movement. The township purchased the lodge in 1988, with 
the help of a grant from the state Department of Natural 
Resources. The township board decided in 2015 to restore 
the building, which is available for rental as part of the 
township’s parks systems.

Recreation passport grants given to six townships by 
the Michigan Department of Natural Resources will assist 
communities complete critical outdoor recreation facility 
renovations and improvements. Among the recipients were 
Nahma Township (Delta Co.), which is using more than 
$56,000 to improve the Nahma Trailhead to include more 
trail user groups such as equestrian, snowmobile and non-
motorized users. Rust Township (Montmorency Co.) 
is developing a pavilion and walkway with parking lot 
improvements, including accessible parking, with its 
$30,000 grant funding. Clinton Township (Oscoda Co.) is 
improving the township park, including the basketball court, 
parking and access pathways. The township is also developing 
a fitness trail and rustic campsites. 

Numerous improvements have taken place recently in 
Whitewater Township (Grand Traverse Co.), including 
renovations at the township’s Henry Matteson Fire Station 
Building. Colorful new playground equipment was also 
added to Hi Pray Park over the summer. 
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.

Is your township in need of an 
experienced township attorney to: 
• Update the Zoning Ordinance? 
• Guide officials through a 

controversial matter? 
• Settle or litigate a major property tax 

appeal? 
• Handle another special project? 
Craig A. Rolfe PLLC has over 35 
years of experience in township law, 
serving townships throughout the 
state (including U.P.). 
New clients are now being accepted, 
and will be handled by Craig A. Rolfe, 
personally.  
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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, stop by Booth 908 at the MTA Expo during 
MTA’s Annual Conference, turn to the Allied Service Provider Index on page 2 
or visit www.michigantownships.org/asp.asp.

ITC Holdings Corp.

Delivering electricity  
safely and reliably 

ITC’s high-voltage energy transmission system—
composed of towers, poles, lines and substations—is 
designed to deliver electricity to your Michigan community 
safely and reliably.

Across its eight-
state footprint, ITC 
works closely with local 
communities to build, 
operate and maintain its 
transmission systems, 
from siting and constructing new projects, to rebuilding 
aging infrastructure, managing vegetation in our 
transmission corridors, and performing routine inspections 
and preventative maintenance.

ITC also partners with communities and local law 
enforcement agencies to create greater awareness about 
ITC substations, and point more eyes toward protecting 
these assets from damage or theft in order to maintain 
the safe and reliable delivery of electrical power. Anyone 
witnessing a hazard should contact ITC at one of the phone 
numbers provided below. 

Emergency responders must gain authorization from 
ITC to enter any substation or fenced areas containing 
ITC equipment—even during emergency situations—to be 
provided safe, escorted access. It’s difficult to recognize 
the difference between energized and de-energized 
equipment, so everything inside a substation should be 
considered energized.

ITC would like to thank you for supporting the delivery of 
safe and reliable power in your communities!

EMERGENCIES—Call 911
• Fire in or near substations
• Downed transmission lines
• Injured person in a substation requiring immediate  

medical attention

NON-EMERGENCIES—(877) 482-4829
• Resident concerns
• Vegetation questions

SECURITY CONCERNS—(248) 380-2920
• Theft or damage to ITC property
• Trespassing issues

Township Governance Academy scholarship 
deadline extended 
The deadline for MTA 
Township Governance 
Academy scholarship 
applications has been 
extended to April 1. 
A limited number of 
scholarships, up to $1,000 
each, are available to assist 
elected officials from MTA-member townships that may not 
be in a financial position to provide the funding necessary for 
completion of the program. 

MTA thanks sponsors BS&A Software, Burnham 
& Flower Insurance Group, Foresight Group and ITC 
Holdings Corp. for funding the scholarship program.

Download the scholarship application at www.michigan 
townships.org (click on “Township Governance Academy” 
under the “Training” tab on the members-only section,  
and select the TGA scholarship link in the right column), or 
call (517) 321-6467 to have an application sent to you. 

State treasurer talks economy, 
trends with MTA Board

State treasurer Nick Khouri discussed Michigan’s 
economy—and trends that he sees impacting the state and 
its local governments—at the MTA Board’s February meeting 

in Lansing. Noting that Michigan’s economy 
is on an upswing, Khouri pointed to several 
areas of focus, including sustaining the 
economic progress, setting infrastructure 
priorities, and helping local governments 
maintain fiscal stability. 

Four key trends that could determine 
future state policy actions stand out to 
Khouri: 1) demographics, including an aging 
population and fewer school-aged children; 
2) technology, which will change how 

services are delivered; 3) infrastructure, including how to 
maintain—or expand—an asset, and 4) taxes, and ensuring 
that there is not dependence on any one revenue source. 

Khouri also discussed the state’s role in local 
governments. “There will continue to be a debate,” he said. 
“What is the appropriate size of government? How do we 
provide the most efficient services? It’s the nature of local 
government to have unlimited wants and limited resources. 
We may need to find services where we need to join forces. 
Some things may be best handled regionally, at the state 
level or at the local level. We need to determine the quality 
of standard that we must meet, and how to best provide that 
to our residents.” 
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“ 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

mta events | March

22 The ABCs of ZBAs workshop, Battle Creek

26 The ABCs of ZBAs workshop, Mt. Pleasant

27

The ABCs of ZBAs workshop, Gaylord

Early-bird registration deadline for MTA’s 2018 Annual 
Educational Conference & Expo, April 23-26, at the 
Grand Traverse Resort in Acme Township

30
Last day to obtain housing at discounted rates in MTA 
room blocks for MTA’s 2018 Annual Conference & Expo in 
Acme Township. Contact Amy at (616) 785-6027, ext. 34 
for details. 

MTA’s Robinson Scholarship available  
to students in your township 
Help ensure that today’s youth become involved in local 
government tomorrow! Encourage students in your 
community to apply for MTA’s Robert R. Robinson 
Memorial Scholarship by May 31, 2018. 

The scholarship is a one-
time award determined 
on a competitive basis by 
the applicant’s academic 
achievement, community 
involvement and commitment 
to a career in local government 
administration. 

Applicants must be a junior, 
senior or graduate student  
enrolled in a Michigan college  
or university and pursuing a 
career in local government 
administration. The following 
materials are required to apply:  

1) a letter of recommendation from a professor or instructor,  
2) a copy of a resolution of support from a Michigan 
township board, and 3) a short essay on an important issue 
facing local government. 

Students must submit application materials to:  
The Robert R. Robinson Memorial Scholarship Fund,  
c/o Michigan Townships Association, P.O. Box 80078, 
Lansing, MI 48908-0078. 

Ensure students in your area know about the  
scholarship! Post a link on your township website to  
www.michigantownships.org/scholarship.asp. Need  
more information? Call (517) 321-6467. 

Contributions to the scholarship fund are also accepted 
throughout the year. Call the MTA office for details.

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
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FOR SALE

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 

other public authorities, labor contracts and arbitration, employee benefits, elections, environmental regulation 

and many other matters affecting local governments. For more than 50 years, skilled Mika Meyers attorneys have 

helped public-sector entities meet the ever-increasing demands of their constituents and communities.

For more information on how our Local Government Law team can assist your community, visit mikameyers.com.

MTA Magazine Ad.indd   1 8/10/15   10:11 AM

FIRE VEHICLES—Clyde Township (St. Clair Co.) Fire 
Department is selling the following vehicles:

1986 Mack Tiger Cat Fire Engine Diesel Automatic, with 
a three-man cab, 1,250 gallons-per-minute Waterous two-
stage pump and a 1,100-gallon tank. The truck has 44,000 
miles, 1,700 pump hours, new tires and wheels in 2013, 
current pump test, and vehicle safety inspection in 2017. It 
comes with ladders, a generator, Motorola VHF radio, some 
hose and deck gun. $22,500. Sold as is.

1993 International 4700 Cayle Craft Rescue/Ambulance 
DTA-360, with a 190 horse-power engine, Allison automatic 
transmission, 13,000 miles, 1,650 hours, all aluminum 
body, Motorola VHF radio, three slide-out trays, inverter, 
portable scene lights and remote spot light. This truck has 
loads of storage. Current safety inspection. $12,000. Sold 
as is.  

For more information and pictures contact ddortman@
clydetownshipscc.org or (810) 324-2380. Vehicles available 
in June.

HELP WANTED

ASSESSOR—Monroe Township (Newaygo Co.) is seeking a 
certified assessor to begin as soon as possible. The township 
unit has approximately 520 parcels consisting of residential 
and personal/agricultural property. Minimum qualification 
accepted is MACO/2. Applications and resumes will be 
accepted until the position is filled. Send application, resume, 
references and salary requirements to: Monroe Township, 
4141 E. Fillmore Rd., White Cloud, MI 49349 or email 
monroetownship@yahoo.com.

ASSESSOR—Assyria Township is hiring a part-time Michigan 
certified assessing officer to replace the current assessor upon 
his retirement. Assyria Township, a general law township 
located in the southeast corner of Barry County, has 1,150 
parcels consisting mostly of agricultural and residential 
properties and a population of approximately 2,000. Send a 
letter of interest and resume no later than April 30, 2018 to: 
Assyria Township Board, PO Box 211, Bellevue, MI 49021.

Want to place a classified in Township Focus or on www.michigantownships.org? 
Visit www.michigantownships.org/classifieds.asp for more information, email 
ashley@michigantownships.org, or call (517) 321-6467.

classifieds
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MARCH

1 County treasurer 
commences settlement with 
local unit treasurers. (MCL 
211.55)

County property tax admin-
istration fee of 4 percent 
added to unpaid 2017 taxes 
and interest at 1 percent per 
month. (MCL 211.78a(3))

Local units turn over 2017 
delinquent taxes to the 
county treasurer. (MCL 
211.78a(2)) On March 1 in 
each year, taxes levied in the 
immediately preceding year 
that remain unpaid shall be 
returned as delinquent for 
collection. However, if the 
last day in a year that taxes 
are due and payable before 
being returned as delinquent 
is a Saturday, Sunday or legal 
holiday, the last day taxes 
are due and payable before 
being returned as delinquent 
is on the next business 
day and taxes levied in the 
immediately preceding year 
that remain unpaid shall be 
returned as delinquent on 
the immediately succeeding 
business day. 

5 On or before the first 
Monday in March. The 2018 
assessment roll shall be 
completed and certified by the 
assessor. (MCL 211.24) 

6 Tuesday after the 
first Monday in March. The 
assessor/supervisor shall 
submit the 2018 certified 
assessment roll to the board of 
review. (MCL 211.29(1))

Organizational meeting of 
township board of review. 
(MCL 211.29)

Dates and deadlines  
for townships

12 Second Monday in 
March. The board of review 
must meet on the second 
Monday in March. This 
meeting must start not earlier 
than 9 a.m. and not later than 
3 p.m. The board of review 
must meet one additional day 
during this week and shall 
hold at least three hours of its 
required sessions during the 
week of the second Monday 
in March after 6 p.m. (MCL 
211.30) Note: The township 
board may authorize an 
alternative starting date for 
the second meeting of the 
March board of review, which 
can be either the Tuesday 
or Wednesday following the 
second Monday in March. 
(MCL 211.30(2))

14 Within 10 business 
days after the last day of 
February, at least 90 percent 
of the total tax collections 
on hand must be delivered 
by the local unit treasurer to 
the county and school district 
treasurer. (MCL 211.43(3)(b))

By 24 Absentee 
voter ballots for May 8 election 
must be available for issuance 
to voters. (MCL 168.714)

Delivery of military and 
overseas absentee voter 
ballots must begin for May 8 
election. All requests received 
since Nov. 8, 2017, from 
a military or overseas voter 
must be honored for all 2018 
elections. (MCL 168.759a)

29 through April 17. 
Precinct inspectors appointed 
by local election commission 
for May 8 election. (MCL 
168.674)

30 March 31 is a 
Saturday and April 1 is a 
Sunday. School district or 
intermediate school district 
must reach agreement for 
summer tax collection with 
the township if there is a 
summer school levy. (MCL 
380.1613(2))

Not later than April 1, 
treasurers make final 
adjustment and delivery of the 
total amount of tax collections 
on hand. (MCL 211.43(3)(c))

Last day to pay all forfeited 
2015 taxes, interest, penalties 
and fees, unless an extension 
has been granted by the 
circuit court. If unpaid, title to 
properties foreclosed for 2015 
real property taxes vests solely 
in the foreclosing township. 
(MCL 211.78k)

No later than April 1. 
Assessors are required to 
annually provide a copy of 
Form 5278 and Form 5277 
(rescission affidavit) and other 
parcel information required by 
the Michigan Department of 
Treasury in a form and manner 
required by the Department of 
Treasury no later than April 1 
of each year. (MCL 211.9m 
and 9n)

APRIL  

By 2 Notice of 
close of registration for  
May 8 election published. 
(MCL 168.498)

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

4 The township 
supervisor or assessor shall 
deliver the completed 
assessment roll, with board 
of review certification, to the 
county equalization director 
not later than the 10th day 
after adjournment of the board 
of review or the Wednesday 
following the first Monday in 
April, whichever dates occurs 
first. (MCL 2511.30(7))

Assessor shall file State Tax 
Commission (STC) Form 
L-4021 with the county 
equalization department,  
and STC Form L-4022 
(signed by the assessor) 
with the county equalization 
department and the STC, 
immediately following 
adjournment of the board of 
review. (R 209.26(6a), (6b)) 

Form 4626 Assessing Officers 
Report of Taxable Values as of 
State Equalization due to the 
county. 

9 Last day to register 
for May 8 election. (MCL 
168.497)

16 Allocation board 
meets and receives budgets. 
(MCL 211.210)

By 27 Pre-
election campaign statements 
filed (books closed April 22).

27 Write-in candidates 
for May 8 election file 
Declaration of Intent forms  
by 4 p.m. (MCL 168.737a)
 



10  MARCH 2018  |  township focus 

We are investing the township 
cemetery perpetual care and 
maintenance fund, pursuant 
to Public Act 20 of 1943, in 

the same investment vehicles as other 
surplus township funds. Unfortunately, 
the interest being generated on 
our cemetery perpetual care and 
maintenance fund is not sufficiently 
yielding an amount necessary to 
adequately support the expenses.  
Is there another way we can invest our 
funds? 
Yes. Because of prolonged low interest rates and rising 
expenses, your situation is not uncommon. To address this 
issue, Public Act 13 of 2016 was enacted to provide special 
authority for the investment of a cemetery perpetual care  
and maintenance fund in funds not allowed pursuant to 
Public Act 20 of 1943. MCL 128.1, as amended by PA 13 
of 2016, provides that in addition to other investments 
authorized by law, money deposited in a perpetual care and 
maintenance fund for a township cemetery may be invested 
in mutual funds consisting of fixed income securities and 
equity securities. Such mutual fund investments must meet 
the following requirements:

1. The equity position of the perpetual care and 
maintenance fund does not exceed 60 percent of the 
perpetual care and maintenance fund balance and the 
equity position does not contain more than 40 percent 
in any given asset category; and

2. Each mutual fund is rated in the top two of five or 
more tiers by Morningstar, Inc. or another nationally 
recognized mutual fund rating agency at the time of 
purchase.

Can our township waive the 
penalty for property owners 
who file an untimely property 
transfer affidavit? 

Yes. MCL 211.27a(10) requires that within 45 days of the 
transfer of ownership of property in the township, the buyer 
or other transferee of the property must notify the township 
assessing office of the transfer of ownership, on a form 
prescribed by the State Tax Commission. Failure to file the 

property transfer affidavit within said 45 days subjects the 
transferee to a township penalty. The penalty for late filing 
for real property other than property classified as industrial or 
commercial is $5 for each late day, up to a maximum of $200. 
For industrial or commercial real property with a sale price of 
$100 million or less, the penalty is $20 for each late day up to 
a maximum of $1,000. 

For industrial or commercial real property with a sale 
price more than $100 million, the penalty is $20,000 after the 
45 days have elapsed unless the assessing office determines 
that the failure was reasonably caused and not due to willful 
neglect, and then in such case the penalty is $20 for each 
late day up to a maximum of $1,000. These penalties are 
mandatory and can only be waived by resolution adopted by 
the township board. (MCL 211.27b(5))

Does a property owner who 
lives the majority of the year 
at a residence in the township 
lose the principal residence 

exemption if the owner rents out the 
residence to vacationers for two months?
No. Pursuant to recent case law, this rental would not  
cause the property owner to lose the principal residence 
exemption (PRE). In the published Michigan Court  
of Appeals case of Rentschler v. Township of Melrose  
(Nov. 28, 2017), the court determined invalid the state 
Department of Treasury guideline that provides if a property 
owner rents their principal residence for more than 14 days 
a year, then the property is not entitled to a PRE. This 
Department of Treasury PRE guideline was determined to 
be contrary to the statutory law in the General Property Tax 
Act creating the exemption. Townships should no longer 
follow this guideline.

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

hello, MTA ... ? 

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 
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Is it legal for a charitable 
organization to solicit 
contributions by standing in 
a public street intersection 

regulated by stop signs?
It may be. MCL 257.676b is part of the Michigan Vehicle 
Code and allows charitable and civic organizations to solicit 
contributions in public roadway intersections (not including 
limited access highways) when they meet certain standards. 
These standards require that:

1. The solicitations must be during daylight hours.
2. The charitable or civic organization must have at least  

 $500,000 in liability insurance.
3. The person is at least 18 years old. 
4. The person is wearing high-visibility safety apparel that  

 meets current American standards of the International  
 Safety Equipment Association. 

5. The portion of the roadway upon which the solicitation  
 occurs is not a work zone and is within an intersection  
 where traffic control devices are present. Traffic control  
 devices are all signs, signals, markings and devices  
 lawfully placed or erected for the purpose of regulating,  
 warning or guiding traffic.

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.

6. The charitable or civic organization complies with  
 applicable local government regulations.

The township is permitted under this statute to adopt 
and enforce regulations restricting—but not prohibiting—
the solicitation activity. If the township is not enforcing its 
own restrictions, then enforcement of the required statutory 
standards would be performed by the appropriate law 
enforcement entities authorized to enforce the Michigan 
Vehicle Code in the township. This could include the 
township if it has adopted the Michigan Vehicle Code by 
local ordinance.

 

Donate a Park 
Bench Program
Donate a Park 
Bench Program

Portland, Michigan placed over 
200 donated benches in parks 
and along a river-walk trail
with no cost to their budget

Portland, Michigan placed over 
200 donated benches in parks 
and along a river-walk trail
with no cost to their budget

for more info:
877-609-2243

 PollyProducts.com
Made from Recycled

HDPE #2 Plastic
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inside Lansing Legislative and political updates—and 
the impact on local government

www.MannikSmithGroup.com

Municipal Engineering
Special Assessment Districts
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Site Plan Review & Inspection
Road / Bridge Design
Funding Assistance

Environmental 
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Surveying
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Legislature overrides governor’s  
‘sales tax on the difference’ veto
Two bills once vetoed by Gov. Rick Snyder are now law after 
both the House and Senate took an action not seen in more 
than 15 years and voted to override his vetoes.

Senate Bills 94, sponsored by 
Sen. Dave Hildenbrand (R-Lowell 
Chtr. Twp.), and 95, sponsored by 
Sen. Dave Robertson (R-Grand 
Blanc Chtr. Twp.), are now Public 
Acts 2 and 1 of 2018, respectively, 
and became effective Jan. 18, 2018. 
The laws were opposed by MTA 

and are expected to reduce state revenue by $29 million, 
negatively impacting constitutional revenue sharing.

Together, the laws will accelerate implementation of the 
previously enacted “sales tax on the difference” tax agreement 
by 10 years. The governor had vetoed the bills last July due to 
the negative impact on the state budget, and the fact that the 
agreement had previously been negotiated and agreed to in 
2013 by both the Legislature and the industry.

Under the 2013 law, when someone buys a vehicle 
or recreational vehicle, they’re charged sales tax on the 
difference in value between the sale price and the trade-in 
vehicle, up to a specific amount. The tax break is either the 
value of the trade-in or a set dollar amount, whichever is less. 
The set dollar amount started at $2,000 and increases every 
year by $500 until the limit exceeds $14,000 in 2039. PAs 2 
and 1 will accelerate the full implementation of this law by 
2029—10 years sooner. 

By 2021, this law will negatively impact overall state 
revenue by $28.7 million. This means sales tax revenues will 
be lower than anticipated and will provide less constitutional 
revenue sharing for townships and other local governments. 

Law clarifies local authority over  
medical marijuana facilities

A bill recently signed into law was 
written to reinforce local authority 
over medical marijuana facilities.

House Bill 5144, sponsored by 
Rep. Klint Kesto (R-Commerce 
Chtr. Twp.), was signed into law as 
Public Act 10 of 2018, and became 

effective Jan. 26, 2018. The new statute makes a number of 
changes to the Medical Marihuana Facilities Licensing Act, 
including clarifying and streamlining the process of issuing 
facility licenses. 

Among the changes, the law clarifies the statute to state 
that a facility cannot be licensed in a local unit unless the 

municipality where the facility is proposed has adopted an 
ordinance authorizing that type of facility. Local units that 
adopt an opt-in ordinance must provide specific information 
to the state Department of Licensing and Regulatory Affairs 
(LARA), including a statement that the municipality 
adopted the ordinance, a description of any zoning 
requirements applying to the proposed facility, and the clerk 
or designee’s signature. The information provided to LARA 
is subject to the Freedom of Information Act.

Additionally, the bill protects certified public accountants 
and financial institutions from certain civil, criminal and 
administrative sanctions when they provide services to a 
medical marijuana facility.

While MTA did not take a position on PA 10, we were 
engaged in discussions on this issue to provide greater clarity 
to the process.

Liquor license expansion for  
municipal civic centers
More townships with a 
municipal civic center or 
civic auditorium may soon 
be able to sell alcohol at 
scheduled events under an 
MTA-supported bill that is 
expected to be signed into 
law.

House Bill 4411, 
sponsored by Rep. Curtis 
VanderWall (R-Ludington), received final passage and 
awaits Gov. Rick Snyder’s signature. Previously, the 
Michigan Liquor Control Commission could issue liquor 
licenses to a commission, board or authority that operates a 
municipal civic center or civic auditorium and/or to one of its 
concession stands based on a required population threshold.
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YOUR PARTNER IN 
RETIREMENT

www.mersofmich.com

DEBRA WILHELM
Assistant Township 

Manager/HR Director
  Charter Township  

  of Northville

MERS provides our members with:

The buying power of pooled assets to 
maximize investments and reduce costs

Unique plans to meet every need

Sole fiduciary oversight 

That’s the not-for-profit difference 
That’s MERS 

HB 4411 lowers the current required population for 
such a license from 9,500 to 5,500, opening the opportunity 
for additional licenses. The center or auditorium must be 
municipally owned and operated, and cannot be connected 
with an educational institution. 

No deed restrictions allowed on sale of 
public property for education purposes 
When townships sell property, they cannot place deed 
restrictions or affirmative use restrictions preventing it from 
being sold for an educational use. 

Senate Bill 702, sponsored by Sen. Phil Pavlov  
(R-St. Clair Twp.), was signed into law by Gov. Rick Snyder 
and is now law as Public Act 7 of 2018. The new law, which 
was effective Jan. 26, 2018, amends a 2017 law that prohibits 
local units of government from refusing to sell, lease or rent 
a property to an educational institution solely because the 
building would be used for an educational purpose. 

PA 7 clarifies this law by adding that local units also can’t 
place any deed restriction or affirmative use restriction on 
property it sells to allow for only one or more specified uses 
that did not include an educational use or purpose. While 
MTA did not take a position on this bill, we worked to 
clarify and ensure the bill does not preempt or impact local 
zoning.

Law amends county practices  
for cemetery money
The process for collecting, 
investing and disbursing 
money that county treasurers 
collect for cemetery care was 
amended under Public Act 8 of 
2018, sponsored by Rep. Julie 
Alexander (R-Hanover Twp.).

The new law was enacted by 
Gov. Rick Snyder and amends 
the law providing for the care 
and preservation of cemetery lots. 
Under the law, the practice of 
depositing cemetery money with 
country treasurers will come to 
an end. Instead, a new process 
was created for county treasurers to transfer money to a 
relevant cemetery operator or fund, or to certify the money as 
abandoned and transfer it to the county’s general fund. 

PA 8 also repeals the requirement that every county 
treasurer delivers a receipt to the person depositing the 
money and gives copies to the county clerk and township 
clerk. The law takes effect April 26, 2018.
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inside Lansing

Legislative lowdown
A quick look at critical bills that MTA 

is following as they move through the 
legislative process. For a complete 
list, head to MTA’s “Legislative Action 
Center” on the members 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: Water works projects—
Preempts local ordinances restricting or 
prohibiting the evaluation, comparison or 
use of certain pipe and piping materials. 
MTA opposes.

SB 258: Disaster & Emergency 
Contingency Fund—Increases statutorily 
required fund balance and increases cap 
on disaster assistance grants to local 
units. MTA supports. 

SB 290: Election recounts—Increases 
recount fee when differential separating 
winning candidate and petitioner is more 
than 5 percent of total votes cast. MTA 
supports. 

SBs 302-303: State land cap—
Amends requirements for acquisition/
disposition of state land; requires state 
to make full PILT before acquiring 
additional land; allows county resolution 
approval for purchase if full PILT 
payments not made. MTA monitoring.

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 opposes.

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.

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

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: 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.

HBs 4609-4610: Disaster & 
Emergency Contingency Fund—
Increases statutorily required fund 

balance and increases cap on disaster 
assistance grants to local units. MTA 
supports.

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 a pay filing fee or file signature 
petitions to be on the ballot. MTA 
supports.

HBs 4814- 4815: Millage election 
limitation—Would limit 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.

HB 5098: Rights-of-way—Requires 
local governments to provide one-year 
notification, and waive permit and 
inspection fees, and prohibits request 
for any study or survey when requesting 
the temporary or permanent 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 5143: Alternative energy personal 
property tax exemption—Provides 
personal property tax exemption for 
alternative energy personal property 
(residential, agricultural, commercial 
and industrial). MTA opposes.

HB 5407: Semi open primary— 
Requires voter to indicate which political 
party ballot he or she wishes to vote at 
primary election. MTA neutral.
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The board wishes to set aside 
some of the township’s fund 
balance for future capital 
improvement. How can we  

do this?
If the board wishes to allocate a portion of the general fund, 
there are a couple of ways to do so. Under Generally Accepted 
Accounting Principles, townships can segregate general fund 
balance into several categories, the most relevant being:

1. Committed. These funds include amounts that can be 
used only for the specific purposes determined by a 
formal action of the township board. Committed fund 
balance amounts cannot be used for any other purpose 
unless changed or amended by the same formal legal 
actions creating the original commitments, such as 
resolution or ordinance.

2. Assigned. These amounts are constrained by a township’s 
intent to be used for specific purposes and are neither 
restricted nor committed. Intent is permitted to be 
made by the township board itself or an official to 
whom the board has delegated the authority to assign 
amounts to be used for specific purposes.

The township board could formally adopt a resolution 
dedicating a portion of fund balance to specific projects, for 
example $100,000 for a new parking lot. This would be a 
“commitment,” since the action was a formal action of the 
board. Or, the township could “assign,” through a less formal 
action, a specific amount for future capital improvements. 
Either of these actions are reversible; a subsequent action by  
current or future township board majorities could “reclassify” 
either committed or assigned fund balances to “unassigned.”  

If your board would like to more formally allocate surplus 
funds, it could consider a public improvement fund, which 
would be established under the authority granted by  
PA 136 of 1956 (MCL 141.261, et seq). This fund is used 
by townships to accumulate non-tax revenue to “construct, 
acquire, extend, alter, repair or equip public improvements or 
public buildings.” Monies deposited in a public improvement 
fund may not be used for any other purpose. 

Funds may only be used for improvements or buildings 
authorized to townships under state law. A public 
improvement fund works best if project financing will be 
provided primarily from township funds. The township 
can only use non-earmarked, unpledged revenues, and may 
not transfer tax revenues to this fund. Only surplus non-
tax revenue, such as state shared revenues, may be used 
in a public improvement fund, which is established by a 
resolution of the township board.

From a budgetary standpoint, 
is there a difference between 
segregating fund balance in the 
general fund (“committed” and 

“assigned”) or a public improvement 
fund?
Yes. The monies accumulated in the general fund, whether 
committed or assigned, need formal board action before the 
money could be spent. The expenditures must be included in 
the original adopted budget, or through a budget amendment 
prior to spending. Board action to segregate fund balance 
to accumulate resources for capital expenditures is not an 
authorization to spend.  

Similarly, the establishment of a public improvement fund 
by the board is also not an authorization to spend. The board 
must approve the expenditure prior to incurring the cost. The 
public improvement fund is assigned a new fund number 
445 under the State Michigan’s revised Uniform Chart of 
Account and is classified as a “capital projects fund.” While 
the Uniform Accounting and Budgeting Act (PA 2 of 1968 
as amended; MCL 141.421) does not require capital project 
funds to have formally adopted budgets, many townships 
do include them in their budgeting process, either through 
a general appropriations act or a supplemental budget 
appropriation when specific projects are brought before the 
board. 

The township can elect to subject any and all funds not 
to be budgeted under state law, to bring more control over 
expenditures. Note: Any transfers from the general fund to 
the public improvement fund also must be budgeted in the 
general fund.

Can the public improvement 
funds be transferred back to 
the general fund?
Public improvement funds cannot be 

transferred back to the general fund; once established,  
they can only be used for the purposes outlined in  
MCLs 141.261-141.265.
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
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Profiling state leaders  
in Lansingcapitol close-up

Rep. Ben Frederick has served as a city council member, mayor and 
legislative staffer, and is now in his freshman term in the state House.

Rep. Ben Frederick 
(R-Owosso)

When Ben Frederick’s family needed a helping hand, 
the community was there.

With no money to purchase their own house, 
the local Habitat for Humanity offered his family the 
gift of home ownership. In exchange for helping to build 
their future home and several others, they would receive a 
mortgage far below local rental rates. Frederick will never 
forget those hundreds of hours spent not only working with 
his hands, but also interacting with the men and women who 
were willing to help. 

“I have always been grateful for what the community did 
for me as a child, and I credit that experience with sparking 
my interest in public service,” Frederick said.

That spark became a flame that steered the Owosso 
resident’s career. Not only did he serve his home city as a 
city council member and, later, for three terms as mayor, 
he also worked as a legislative staff member for 14 years. 
Today, he’s serving his freshman term in the state House of 
Representatives. 

Frederick’s local government roots continue to shape 
the way he considers bills and how he shapes state policies. 
He knows that in order for Michigan’s economic rebound 
to continue, its policies must encourage strong local service 
delivery and build upon regional partnerships to attract major 
economic development opportunities. “I believe the state 
should set the tone of consistent and fair policies that are 
predictable and move away from an era of more mandates 
and burdens for local governments,” Frederick said. “In the 
end, our whole state improves as people have jobs to support 
their families, and I appreciate the work being done at the 
local level to facilitate an environment for job creation.”

Meanwhile, though, the costs to provide local services are 
rising, while state funding—especially revenue sharing—is 
stagnant at best. To combat this problem, Frederick is one 
of three sponsors on a package of bills—House Bills 5314-
5316—that he hopes would reprioritize revenue sharing for 
local communities through the creation of a new trust fund. 
The bills are awaiting action by the full House. 

As chair of the House Workforce and Talent 
Development Committee—and as a member of multiple 
other committees—Frederick also has a hand in other bills 
that impact local units of government. He knows from 
his experience in Owosso that seemingly well-meaning 
legislation can have unintended consequences for the local 
units that carry them out. That’s why communication with 
local officials in his home district is absolutely crucial, he said. 

It is important that local officials keep legislators informed 
through ongoing, open conversations and help them to avoid 
those unintended consequences in the first place.

Frederick is also deeply committed to solving the 
statewide shortage of skilled workers—something he says is 
hampering Michigan’s growth and diminishing opportunities 
for workers who don’t have proper training. He’s working to 
integrate more career-based education into the state’s school 
system, while also maintaining and preserving Michigan’s 
agricultural heritage. 

With potentially two more terms in the House of 
Representatives, Frederick hopes he continues to have 
the opportunity to refine and focus even more on specific 
solutions and policy ideas to advance his priorities for 
Michigan. One day, that’s the legacy he wants to leave. 

“I hope to have made myself known to be a lawmaker 
who was able to work in a productive and positive fashion 
to advance our state,” he said. “My success will be measured 
by the many individuals in my district whom I hope to have 
helped interact with their state government.”
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Rep. Rob VerHeulen (R-Walker) was no stranger to local government when 
he came to the state Legislature in 2012. This depth of knowledge not only 
shaped his priorities in the Legislature, it also gave him ideas for how to 
solve the problems he saw, including reprioritizing revenue sharing.

Rep. Rob VerHeulen 
(R-Walker)

Rob VerHeulen is no stranger to local government. 
When he came to the Legislature in 2012, he already 
had more than a decade of experience under his 

belt serving as the City of Walker mayor. With his local 
government experience combined with his years as an 
attorney for Meijer Inc., he was ready to hit the ground 
running. 

The Republican’s depth of knowledge not only shaped his 
priorities in the Legislature, it also gave him ideas for how 
to solve the problems he saw. For local units of government, 
adequate funding is easily the biggest problem, he said, and 
revenue sharing has not been a substitute or a solution. That’s 
why VerHeulen is one of three sponsors of a bill package—
House Bills 5314-5316—that aims to reprioritize revenue 
sharing for local units. He’s also the chair of the House 
General Government Appropriations Subcommittee, which 
handles revenue sharing appropriation.

In addition to increasing revenue sharing, he believes 
Michigan should assist local units in planning for major 
infrastructure. He envisions the state providing grant 
funding and financial assistance to develop regional and 
collaborative solutions—something that maintains local 
control but also encourages cooperation and regional action. 
These steps could increase the benefit and reduce the cost of 
infrastructure, he said.

Even in the face of funding shortfalls, townships continue 
to be extremely effective. While townships may need to evolve 
to serve the needs of their residents, VerHeulen has no doubt 
that townships will change as necessary to meet those needs. 

“Township government is the most basic foundational 
level of government,” he said. “It is the governmental unit 
closest to the people and, in my view, the most responsive 
and efficient level of government.”

Because townships are closest to the people, lawmakers 
count on officials to share their expertise and tell them what’s 
needed to serve the public. “It is very helpful to hear from 
township officials directly,” VerHeulen said. “In my office, 
and I am not unique, any communication from my local 
officials is a priority.”

VerHeulen knew he wanted to be part of the House 
leadership team as soon as he was elected a state 
representative. For him, leadership was never about making 
a name for himself. He was looking for a chance to influence 
the Legislature and bring focus to his priorities—local 
control, a tax and regulatory system designed to encourage 
investment and job growth, and investment in education and 
infrastructure.

In his second and third terms, he was elected majority 
whip of the House. Through this role, he was able to help 
round up the votes to pass the 2016 energy policy overhaul. 
Though he wasn’t a bill sponsor, and the issue wasn’t as 
high-profile as others, he knew his work to secure support for 
the bills, and even sponsor the substitute that was ultimately 
passed and signed by the governor, would make a difference 
for Michiganders for years to come. 

“This was the most complex legislation I have worked 
on, and while it did not have the attention given to other 
legislation, it will impact Michigan’s energy policy for 
decades,” VerHeulen said.



Be part of  
someth ing greater

Be Part of 

MTA’s  2018 
Annual  Educat iona l 
Conference & ExpoG G

2018 MTA Conference & Expo  Acme Township  April 23-26

2018 Conference  
reminders 
Pre-Conference class approved 
for assessor renewal credit

The Pre-Conference class, Lessons Learned 
from Menard Inc. v. City of Escanaba, has been 
approved by the State Tax Commission for 
assessors renewal credit. Being held April 23 at 
the Grand Traverse Resort, this half-day course 
reviews elements of the “dark store” assessing 
theory, and explores how townships can defend 
against this harmful practice before the Michigan 
Tax Tribunal and appellate courts. Learn recent 
developments and their impact on Michigan. 

Additional Pre-Conference courses examine 
Effective Meetings, Cemeteries and Strategic 
Planning, allowing attendees to mix and match 
sessions to create their own discounted full-day 
experience. Attorneys and auditors can take part 
in our ever-popular Legal and Auditor Institutes.

Hop on the bus to Conference!
The Marquette County MTA Chapter is 

arranging a charter bus to bring township officials 
and their guests to the Conference from the 
Upper Peninsula, as well as other stops along the 
bus route. For more information, contact Wells 
Township (Marquette Co.) Clerk Patti Manninen  
at (906) 238-4312 or plm@alphacomm.net, or  
MTA District 2 Director James Nankervis at  
(906) 485-5417 or supervisor@ishpeming 
township.com. 

Is your area organizing a bus? MTA can 
help you spread the word! Contact kristin@
michigantownships.org or call (517) 321-6467  
to let us know!

Upcoming dates and deadlines
March 27 Early-bird registration deadline.

March 30  Last day to obtain housing at special 
rates in MTA room block.

April 10 Last day to obtain the regular 
registration rate; on-site rate applies 
after this date. 

 Last day to register for Conference to 
have a confirmation sent to you.  

Limited number of suites  
still available  

Looking to host a hospitality event or county 
chapter suite at the 2018 MTA Conference? For 
more information or to request a suite form, call 
Kristin at (517) 321-6467, or email kristin@
michigantownships.org. 

NOTE: All suite reservations must be made 
through MTA. Do not contact the hotels directly.



REGISTER TODAY!
Download a registration brochure or register online at www.michigantownships.org/conference.asp.  

Early-bird rates end March 27. Reserve your hotel room at www.grandconnection.com/mta2018. 

Today’s township officials are in an extraordinary position to not just create  
a greater community—their efforts as local leaders help create  

a greater Michigan and a greater good among all our state’s residents.

Join MTA this April to learn innovative solutions, processes and ideas to effect greatness in your community and your state.   
This spring, we’ll be returning to the Grand Traverse Resort in Acme Township (Grand Traverse Co.) for our  

65th Annual Educational Conference & Expo, April 23-26, 2018. You don’t want to miss:

• 60-plus breakout sessions, designed to provide knowledge, enhance your skills and inspire you to become  
a truly effective leader. Topics are designed for elected officials at every level and, in addition to statutory duties, address  
a variety of concepts, trends and current issues in township government.

• Monday pre-Conference sessions, including Effective Meetings, Lessons from Menard, Inc. v. City of 
Escanaba, Cemeteries: Challenges and Solutions, and Strategic Planning, as well as our Auditor and Legal Institutes. 

• Evening networking events, including our Annual Banquet, preceded by a VIP Reception. Don’t miss the 
“3-D” Welcoming Reception (sponsored by Bendzinski & Co.), Fun Night: At the Hop! (sponsored by Michigan Township 
Participating Plan), and Afterglow Reception (sponsored by Burnham & Flower Insurance Group).
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The local role in the  
new economy

Our global economy is moving into the 21st century—whether  
Michigan is ready or not.

Since the Great Recession in 2008 nearly brought our 
country to its knees, Michigan has seen an incredible 
resurgence. Companies are hiring, homes are flying off the 
market and unemployment is below 5 percent—a far cry 
from peak unemployment of 14.9 percent in June 2009. 

By all accounts, Michigan has made its comeback. 
Meanwhile, though, the economy has changed. Advances 
in technology have automated some jobs, while creating 
new careers never imagined just decades ago. More workers 
are relocating to the community of their choice and then 
finding a job, rather than moving wherever they can find 
work. And in an increasingly global economy, townships are 
no longer competing with just nearby cities and townships 
for industry—they’re competing with countries around the 
world.

These differences aren’t necessarily negative—but they do 
mean townships must adapt. Last year, Gov. Rick Snyder 
created a commission dedicated to researching this new 

economy and what Michigan must do to thrive in it. Called 
the 21st Century Economy Commission, it issued a report 
last year with a singular message: “Michigan must ‘grab the 
tiller’ and steer our state toward future prosperity or risk 
being left behind.”

The report cast a vision in which Michigan was 
once again a leader in America’s growing economy. Its 
recommendations—which are not tied to legislation and are 
not binding—call for a change of both mindset and action. 
Townships, and our state as a whole, cannot move forward 
if we don’t have a people-centered approach. Focusing 
solely on shovel-ready sites and tax incentives isn’t enough. 
Townships and our entire state must also attract and retain 
talent, invest in infrastructure, maintain a customer-centered 
business climate, and offer an unparalleled quality of life. Our 
communities also can’t think of themselves as islands limited 
by jurisdictional lines. A global economy calls for a regional 
approach to economic development.
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The principles in this report recently took on a new importance when online 
retailer Amazon announced its short list of 20 finalists for a second headquarters—
and neither Detroit nor Grand Rapids were on it. Deeper questioning revealed that 
a shallow talent pool was the reason for the snub. While Amazon’s decision drew 
major headlines across Michigan and the nation, other companies will likely make 
the same choice with much less fanfare unless changes are made.

These tenets of the 21st-century economy apply to every single township 
in Michigan—regardless of whether it’s large and urban or small and rural. 
Any community that wants to move forward can take steps today to be part of 
the people-driven, global economy. Perhaps your township hasn’t updated its 
zoning in several years, or it has a neglected corridor that needs new life. Maybe 
your township has a trail system or an inland lake that would attract outdoor-
loving visitors and residents. Or it could be that you need to partner with your 
surrounding municipalities to amp up your economic development efforts.

No two townships will follow exactly the same blueprint. But moving your 
community forward won’t happen by accident. These concepts must become part 
of your board’s regular conversations and planning process in order to become a 
reality.

These tenets of 
the 21st century 
economy apply 
to every single 
township in 
Michigan—
regardless of 
whether it’s large 
and urban or small 
and rural. 
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Inside the report
The governor created the 21st Century Economy 
Commission last year in an effort to identify shortcomings 
and determine necessary steps to take Michigan’s economy 
to the next level. Gov. Snyder and the Legislature appointed 
members who worked with the firm PwC to conduct 
in-depth research and compile a report. For months, the 
commission heard presentations from state and national 
experts on megatrends and where the economy is heading. 
Then, they traveled the state in a listening tour, getting input 
from regional leaders and hearing from a few specific groups, 
such as millennials and agriculture.

At the center of the report is a crucial principle—our 
state’s agenda must improve the economic wellbeing of 
all Michiganders, said Lou Glazer, president of Michigan 
Future Inc. and a member of the 21st Century Economy 
Commission. 

“If you had a growing economy and you’re leaving a lot of 
people behind, that wasn’t enough,” Glazer said. “The report 
is very much making the case that what’s going to determine 
Michigan’s economy going forward is talent and human 
capital, rather than the traditional approach that’s mostly 
focused on employers and physical capital.”

Commissioners identified four paths forward—talent, 
infrastructure, business climate and quality of life. The  
hope is those paths will lead to a skilled and growing 
population, economic vitality, and a climate of innovation 
and risk taking. 

The expansive report’s recommendations range from 
modernizing physical transportation and improving digital 
communications to ensuring the quality of and access to 
natural resources, fresh water and recreation. While one key 
piece of the report—education—doesn’t apply to townships, 
nearly every township can use at least one recommendation 
to secure a spot in the 21st-century economy.

Quality of place is key
Townships can no longer assume that if they attract a 
business, the employees will follow. The fact is that in 
today’s economy, businesses are far less likely to locate in a 
community that doesn’t have a ready supply of able workers. 
While low taxes that residents enjoy in townships are a nice 
side benefit, most people today aren’t picking their new home 
based on which community is the cheapest. Today, quality of 
life is everything—especially for millennials. 

“Millennials are not choosing to live in the lowest-cost 
places,” Glazer said. “They are looking for high-amenity 
neighborhoods. That I think is the most important thing for 
local governments. How do you attract this next generation 
that’s going to drive your economy? If you don’t have young 
talent, you’re going to have a hard time attracting employers 
and the folks who are creating new enterprises.”

Instead of focusing solely on luring a new factory or 
warehouse, townships that are serious about being a player 
in the new economy must double down on efforts to draw 
in new residents. That means your township must focus on 
making sure they’re creating a place where people want to 
live and work.

This effort—called placemaking—is not new. But as 
more people, especially millennials, want high-amenity 
communities, placemaking has taken on a new importance, 
said Gary Heidel, chief housing investment officer at the 
Michigan State Housing Development Authority and 
a member of the state Sense of Place Council. Today’s 
residents are looking for walkable communities, vibrant 
commercial districts, and neighborhoods where they can both 
meet with friends and run errands. 

Amenities doesn’t just mean shops and restaurants—lakes, 
parks and trails are all highly desired. The point is not for 

While low taxes that residents enjoy in townships are a nice side benefit, 
most people today aren’t picking their new home based on which 
community is the cheapest. Today, quality of life is everything.
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communities to all strive to fit the same mold. Members 
of the commission recommended that small, large, urban 
and rural communities leverage their natural assets to create 
attractive and compelling communities.

Attractive communities
Attractive communities all start with planning. Your 
township can’t create more vibrant spaces or capitalize on 
its assets unless your board knows what you have and what 
needs to be done. Perhaps there’s a downtown district 
or a commercial area that’s perfect for a trendy mixed-
use development of housing, office spaces, shopping and 
restaurants. Without the right zoning or planning analysis, 
your township might not have the regulations it needs to 
facilitate that type of development, said Richard Carlisle, 
president of Carlisle/Wortman Associates, Inc.

As Independence Charter Township (Oakland Co.) 
updated its master plan, board members realized that a 
commercial area was sorely in need of a face lift. For years, 
the township had focused on its development efforts on 
Sashabaw Road, a primary commercial area. Meanwhile, 
commuters in rush hour traffic passed vacant building after 
vacant building as they drove through Dixie Highway. 

“The amount of traffic that goes through there is 
tremendous,” Planning and Zoning Administrator Brian 
Oppmann said. “Some people don’t necessarily live in this 
township, but they drive through it. We wanted to beautify 
this corridor. It was an opportunity to improve the aesthetics 
while increasing property values and attracting businesses.”

But there was a problem. Over the years, the road was 
expanded to five lanes to accommodate the heavy traffic—
leaving the road lined with small, shallow lots. Even if a 
business wanted to locate there, they wouldn’t have met the 
township’s setback requirements. 

So the township created the Dixie Highway Overlay 
District to create more flexibility in granting smaller setbacks. 
This district was crucial in redeveloping an old gas station site 
sitting on a triangle-shaped lot at an intersection. The eyesore 
property never would have met setback requirements, and its 
access points didn’t stand a chance of earning approval from 
the Michigan Department of Transportation. With the help 
of a developer, the overlay district allowed the creation of 
a small brick-and-stone retail strip center, complete with a 
pedestrian plaza and access to parking. And slowly but surely, 
more and more buildings are being filled by tenants, and 
more eyesores are being removed. 

Before your township takes on such an initiative, 
Carlisle said, your board should dig down into your 
zoning. As ordinances are amended here and there over 
the years, townships can end up with disjointed and 
conflicting language. Carlisle recommends first completing 
a comprehensive review to make sure your township’s 
ordinances are ready for new development.

Rural communities are attractive, too!
Your township doesn’t need to be urban or have a large 
population to be attractive. One of Michigan’s biggest 
assets is its natural beauty. Whatever natural resources your 
township has can be harnessed to draw in new residents and 
enhance their quality of life.

One especially attractive asset is trails. The trend of 
physically connected communities goes beyond a desire to 
walk to shops and restaurants. Heidel said that many people 
want to walk more simply for the health benefits. They 
want more exercise, and they’re looking for communities 
where they can walk without hopping on a treadmill. Rural 
communities can take advantage of this by focusing on trails 
and sidewalks. Your board could also examine which trails 
are close to community assets, and how the trails could be 
used to make the township more connected.

Another major asset rural communities have going for 
them are large plots of land. While potential residents might 
not be looking for acreage, big businesses are, said Bob 
Trezise, president and CEO of the Lansing Economic Area 
Partnership (LEAP). 

It’s not just about your township
Gone are the days when local governments could isolate 
themselves and not worry about what happened beyond 
their jurisdictions. Communities can’t compete against 
neighboring cities or townships at the expense of that local 
unit’s success. That mindset doesn’t work in today’s global 
economy, Trezise said. 

“I deeply believe more than ever that townships and cities 
need to have very close, symbiotic relations and should have a 
sense of pride in one another,” Trezise said.

This mindset only makes sense given that townships 
and cities often have different strengths—and appeal to 
potential residents during different times in their lives. 
While people under 30 might be attracted to cities’ urban 
cores, they often turn to townships as they start families and 
look for communities with great schools and larger houses. 
Townships also offer the acreage needed by manufacturers 
looking to build a large new site. 

Townships and cities should root for one another to 
succeed, Trezise said. In a big-picture perspective, what’s 
truly important is keeping residents and businesses in the 
region, regardless of which municipality they choose.

“Ultimately, the goal is to keep the wealth and the 
people in the region,” Trezise said. “If people and business 
are leaving, whether it’s the city or the township, both are 
doomed, because they’re leaving for California.”

The reality is economies are regional. Your township isn’t 
an economy on its own. Its success also depends on nearby 
communities. When a company picks a new location, it 
doesn’t just draw workers from the municipality that collects 
its taxes. People from throughout the region are all potential 
employees. 
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Think regionally
All townships, regardless of size, should look for ways to 
see their area through a global lens and think regionally. In 
Wexford County, thinking regionally became a necessity 
when the county commissioners decided to repeal countywide 
zoning. Left without zoning in place, 11 townships in the 
rural and heavily forested area realized they had more in 
common than they had differences. 

They decided to band together and form the Wexford 
Joint Planning Commission. After several intensive 
workshops, the new commission had a zoning ordinance 
ready for each township to adopt before the countywide 
zoning expired, with no lapse in zoning. Not only did this 
venture save the individual townships money, it also allowed 
them to retain their planning and zoning without starting 
from scratch on their own. 

Robert Hall, who was contracted by the joint planning 
commission as the planning and zoning administrator, said 
though working together as a region has its challenges, it was 
a natural conclusion. 

“Every individual on that planning commission knows 
their community doesn’t stop at the township boundary,” 
Hall said. “Their natural resources aren’t confined to one 
township. The people who travel through here or live or work 
here see the industrial areas and commercial areas as all being 
interconnected. If they’re all interconnected, our planning 
and zoning should be interconnected as well.”

Business climate
Thinking regionally can also help your township create a 
more business-friendly culture. As businesses work with 
multiple municipalities in a region, keeping the wide 
variety of regulations straight can get complicated. Glazer 

recommends creating as much consistency as possible within 
your region to streamline processes for businesses.

Your township’s review and approval process could also 
be scrutinized for any redundancies or unnecessary steps. 
Sometimes, processes are in place just because that’s the way 
they’ve always been done, Carlisle said. 

“Communities fail to recognize that time means money,” 
Carlisle said. “You can have a streamlined development 
without sacrificing your community standards. If you invest 
the time and effort to articulate your vision for the community, 
most people want to comply with what you want.”

Infrastructure is important
At a minimum, your township should have basic 
infrastructure in place to accommodate its residents and, 
ideally, future growth. That includes everything from water 
and wastewater to gas and electric lines. As much as possible, 
your township’s roads and bridges should be in good repair, 
and if they’re not, your board can work with the county road 
commission to improve them.

But in the 21st century, those basic services aren’t enough. 
Modern communities must offer broadband access if they 
want to attract and retain businesses and even residents. 
Broadband is no longer a luxury—it’s a basic necessity. 
Students need it to finish homework, businesses need it to 
communicate and run their software, and, more and more, 
residents need it to work from home. The problem for 
many rural communities is no company is willing to install 
infrastructure there because the density is too sparse or the 
terrain is too rocky or tree-covered to give them their needed 
return on investment.

The problem is statewide—and a statewide solution 
is needed. Currently, bills are being considered in the 
Legislature that would allow local units to pay for broadband 
through a special assessment. In the meantime, some 
townships are taking matters into their own hands and 
asking their voters to approve a millage to pay for installing 
broadband infrastructure. The first township to successfully 
pass such a millage—Lyndon Township (Washtenaw Co.) 
—is in the middle of the complex process of installing its 
infrastructure.

Even if your township isn’t ready for a ballot question, 
your board could review its zoning to ensure there’s nothing 
that would stop or delay a broadband infrastructure project, 
Carlisle said. Officials should also regularly tell their state 
lawmakers about the struggles their township faces due to a 
lack of broadband access and ask for the state to make this 
issue a priority.

Housing matters
If your township doesn’t have enough affordable housing, 
companies might pass it over and turn to a community with 

Any community that wants to move forward can take steps today to be part 
of the people-driven, global economy. 
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Bethany Mauger,  
MTA Staff Writer

a larger housing stock. They’re looking for ample houses, 
apartments and condos to house the employees they’ll 
attract to the area. Meanwhile, employees who can’t find a 
house in your township might move on to the neighboring 
community. But as housing demand increases, prices will 
inevitably rise until some workers can no longer afford to live 
there—unless your township has a strategy, Heidel said. 

Townships that expect growth or have a planned 
development could reevaluate their zoning code to allow 
for more housing density, Carlisle said. This could mean 
smaller lot sizes for a single-family home development, or 
zoning areas for apartment buildings and other multi-family 
housing. Your township could also review its review processes 
to ensure there’s no unnecessary red tape.

Who’s in charge?
Leading your township into the 21st century takes deliberate 
action—and it can’t be the entire board’s responsibility. 
Someone needs to lead the charge and make sure that 
moving forward stays a priority and regularly appears on 
the board agenda. They also need to be ready to respond to 
companies interested in the area. 

For many townships, this could be the supervisor or 
manager. Other townships might have the funding to hire 
economic development staff. Your township should also 

partner with a regional economic development organization 
to keep you updated on the latest trends and help you stay 
competitive.

A people-centered state of mind
All townships that want to be part of the 21st-century 
economy must reset their expectations for what economic 
development looks like. While attracting business is certainly 
still important, attracting and retaining people is arguably 
just as key. If your township doesn’t offer a high quality of 
life and the modern infrastructure today’s population wants, 
growth will be much more difficult to come by.

Any township—rural or urban—can keep this principle 
in mind as it examines what it has to offer and what makes 
it attractive. Maximize the assets your community already 
has and work with your surrounding area to become an even 
more desirable community for the residents who call your 
township home—and for those who will do so in the future.
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Providing training and skills for 
effective leadership

March workshop answers the question, 
‘Zoning board of appeals: What’s your role?’
The zoning board of appeals (ZBA) was created as a safety 
valve, in recognition that the zoning ordinance is not able to 
anticipate how every property might be affected by zoning. 
With thousands of individual properties, a single zoning 
regulation cannot possibly be applied uniformly to every 
property’s unique physical characteristics.

MTA’s March workshop, The ABCs of ZBAs, will 
demonstrate how the ZBA serves as a safety valve in those 
circumstances where zoning requirements don’t fit. Explore 
how variances approved without sufficient justification can 
turn the safety valve into a leak, and a leak into a flood.

Whether you’ve been a member of your township’s zoning 
board of appeals (ZBA) for many years or were recently 
appointed, this evening class will assist you in carrying out 
your responsibilities. Elected officials can learn more about the 
role of the ZBA and the relationship it has with the board.

Explore the ZBA’s authority, duties and roles, including 
use of alternates and when a conflict of interest might 
exist. Dig into ZBA review standards, variances, appeals of 
administrative decisions and interpretations, and hear about 
other duties that may be assigned to ZBAs. 

Dinner is included with registration and will begin at  
4 p.m. The workshop is held from 5 to 8 p.m. Dates and 
locations are:

March 22 in Battle Creek
March 26 in Mt. Pleasant
March 27 in Gaylord
Download registration materials or register online at 

www.michigantownships.org. Early-bird rates end March 8.

Participants may purchase MTA’s Planning & Zoning Book 
Package, which includes The Township Guide to Planning & 
Zoning (2012 edition) and Planning & Zoning Decision-making 
(2008 edition), at a discounted rate of $72, when registering 
for the class. The books will be distributed at check-in. A 
limited number will also be available for purchase on-site. 

Questions? Contact Jenn at (517) 321-6467  
or jenn@michigantownships.org. 

The Township Parade of Flags 
will kick off MTA’s 2018 Annual  
Conference’s Opening Session 
on Tuesday, April 24. 

To register to participate, fax this form to (517) 321-8908, 
or email jenn@michigantownships.org by April 13, 2018. 
Information and instructions will be emailed to all Parade  
participants prior to Conference.

Township

County  

Contact Person

Title 

Email Address   

Join the  
P a r a d e

 



Cancellations and Substitutions
Written requests received by March 27 will be refunded the registration fee less a $25 processing fee; requests made between March 28 and April 10 will be refunded half of 
the registration fee. No refunds will be issued thereafter. Substitutions may be made for a $10 processing fee.

_________________________________________________________
 Name                                                                                Title

_________________________________________________________
 Name                                                                                Title

_________________________________________________________
 Name                                                                                Title

_________________________________________________________
 Firm Name

_________________________________________________________
 Mailing Address (street, city, zip)

_________________________________________________________
 Township(s) Represented (include county) 

_________________________________________________________
 Telephone

_________________________________________________________
 Email Address 

/

  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.

 

Connect with fellow attorneys from throughout the state 
at MTA’s Legal Institute for Township Attorneys and 
stay on the cutting edge of legal news and changes that 
impact local government. 

Held Monday, April 23 from 9:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. 
at the Grand Traverse Resort, the Institute is offered 
in conjunction with MTA’s Annual Educational 
Conference & Expo. Upon arrival, go to the 
Michigan Ballroom, sections A/B, located on the 
Lobby Level to check in. 

Hot topics on the agenda include local regulation of 
short-term rental property, and solar and wind energy. 
Listen in and glean insights from expert panelists as they 
discuss medical marijuana regulation. Get an update and 
practical considerations of the Freedom of Information 
and Open Meeting Acts, along with current legislative 
efforts.
Moderator: Rob Thall, MTA Legal Counsel,  
Bauckham, Sparks, Thall, Seeber & Kaufman, PC
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# of Attendees Registration Rate Total

EARLY-BIRD rate: $211/attendee
For paid registrations received by March 27.

REGULAR rate: $236/attendee
For paid registrations received from March 28 
to April 10.

ON-SITE rate: $286/attendee
For paid registrations received after April 10.

 

Township auditors and financial officers alike will 
benefit from the 2018 MTA Auditor Institute, 
which provides an overview of current financial 
issues affecting Michigan townships. 

Held Monday, April 23 from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. at 
the Grand Traverse Resort, the Institute is offered 
in conjunction with MTA’s Annual Educational 
Conference & Expo. Upon arrival, go to the 
Michigan Ballroom, sections C/D, located on the 
Lobby Level to check in. 

CPE credits may be earned by attending this year’s 
Institute, which includes informative sessions on cyber 
security and ethics, along with a single audit refresher. 
Dig into implementation of GASB 75 (OPEB 
Employer Reporting) and GASB 84 (Fiduciary 
Activities), and learn more about new attest standards 
(SSAE No. 18). Round out the day with an update 
from the Michigan Department of Treasury.
Moderator: Marie Stiegel, CPA, Plante Moran
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MTA Institutes offer education for  
 today’s municipal auditors and attorneys 

I would like to attend the:   Auditor Institute
       Legal Institute

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.

G G
2018 MTA Conference & Expo  Acme Township  April 23-26
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Township leaders traveled from as far as Houghton 
County to be part of MTA’s 2018 Capital Conference. 
The annual event is an opportunity not only for officials to 
enhance their relationships with lawmakers, but also to learn 
more about current issues in Lansing and advocacy.

Though townships are the form of government closest 
to the people, their authority is continually threatened by 
legislation that attempts to reduce local control, said MTA 
President Diane Randall, supervisor of Roscommon 
Township (Roscommon Co.). It’s up to township officials to 
understand the latest legislative issues and tell their lawmakers 
how proposed bills will impact them. 

“Engaging in these conversations with lawmakers is just 
as important to them as they are to us,” Randall told Capital 
Conference attendees. “When you take the time to learn 
about these issues and network with your lawmakers, you’re 
making an impact on upcoming legislative issues.”

In a keynote address, Dick Posthumus, Gov. Rick Snyder’s 
chief of staff, gave a recap of decisions made throughout 
the governor’s term that helped spur Michigan’s economic 
rebound. Remembering and embracing these policies is key, 
Posthumus said. If we don’t, Michigan could quickly spin 
back into economic decline. As the form of government 
closest to the people, townships must also understand these 

‘A message of 
township unity’ 

Nearly 200 gather for MTA’s Capital Conference

Nearly 200 township officials descended upon Lansing at the end of 
January, with a message for their lawmakers—townships matter,  
and they’re a driving force in our state.

policies so they can explain them when their residents turn 
to them with questions. Posthumus also offered insight into 
Snyder’s priorities for the next 11 months. 

“Where do we go from here? We have to invest in 
the future,” Posthumus said. “You’ve got to invest in 
infrastructure.”

‘The voice of authenticity’
MTA Executive Director Larry Merrill encouraged attendees 
to speak from the heart as they prepared to meet with their 
lawmakers that day. Township officials are partners with 
MTA in our lobbying mission—a partnership that is even 
more important in light of the major battles facing townships 
at both the state and federal level. “I want to say from the 
bottom of my heart, you’re being a tremendously great help 
to us simply by being here today, and being part of that 
collective voice,” Merrill said.

“You’re the voice of authenticity that we need to provide 
to lawmakers,” he continued. “Tell your story. The key to 
lobbying is one word—relationships. It’s about relationships 
so your voice emerges among everyone else.”

Speaking with lawmakers is a regular part of life for Salem 
Township (Allegan Co.) officials, Supervisor Jim Pitsch 
said. Anytime an issue arises, he doesn’t hesitate to share his 
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thoughts with his legislators, Rep. Mary Whiteford (R-Casco 
Twp.) and Sen. Tonya Schuitmaker (R-Antwerp Twp.). 
Those regular conversations with representatives and senators 
are crucial for all township officials, he said. 

“We should have 5,000 people at Capital Conference to 
send a message of township unity,” he said.

Attendees also heard the unique perspective of three state 
lawmakers who are former township officials—Sen. Judy 
Emmons (R-Bushnell Twp.), Sen. Jim Stamas (R-Midland 
Chtr. Twp.) and Sen. Dale Zorn (R-Ida Twp.)—in a panel 
discussion called “From Township Office to the State 
Capital.” During the discussion, Emmons reminded attendees 
that lawmakers depend on constituent feedback when 
considering pending legislation. 

“When people impacted by legislation let me know, I 
listen,” she said. “If they don’t let me know, I don’t know 
they’ll be impacted. This input is invaluable. They keep us 
aware and let us know of issues we didn’t know about.”

Rep. Aaron Miller (R-Sherman Twp.) also provided 
his insights in an elections panel. Experts from Michigan’s 
Department of Treasury, Department of Licensing and 
Regulatory Affairs, Department of Environmental Quality 
and Department of Natural Resources, as well as MTA 
staff, led breakout sessions, discussing updates on medical 
marijuana, providing details on the state’s Audit of Minimum 
Assessing Requirements, and offering hints on applying for 
grants and loans.

Armed with key points on crucial bills, township officials 
met with their legislators over lunch, and many headed to the 
House and Senate office buildings for appointments. They 
discussed everything from revenue sharing to preemption of 
local authority, including bills hindering townships’ ability 
to pass millages by banning such questions on May election 
ballots and stripping townships of their ability to regulate the 
zoning of vacation and short-term rentals.

‘Better prepared to serve my constituents’
Mundy Charter Township (Genesee Co.) Trustee Kay 
Doerr said the event helped her “learn more about the 
issues up for consideration that impact township, so I am 
better prepared to address and advocate to support and 
strengthen MTA’s efforts.” She called the day, “tremendously 
valuable. Thank you for educating me on issues that impact 
my community. I’ll go away better prepared to serve my 
constituents.”

Orion Charter Township (Oakland Co.) Supervisor 
Chris Barnett was encouraged to see so many lawmakers 
taking time out of their day to hear firsthand from their local 
officials what issues matter most to them. He also appreciated 
the time to network with his fellow township officials. 

“I’m a big fan of statewide and regional collaboration, 
especially as it relates to local control,” he said. “The MTA 
Capital Conference was a great place to connect with 
colleagues and lawmakers to focus our efforts to that end.”
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legal review

Zoning ordinance cannot require medical 
marijuana patient/caregiver to grow indoors                            
Charter Township of York v. Miller, ___ Mich. App. ___, 
Jan. 18, 2018—The Michigan Court of Appeals ruled that a 
township zoning ordinance that prohibited outdoor growing 
of medical marijuana was preempted by the Michigan 
Medical Marihuana Act’s (MMMA) provisions that 
specifically allow it in compliance with the act:

“Read together, MCL 333.26424(b)(2) and MCL 
333.26423(d) permit growing medical marijuana outdoors 
by registered caregivers as long as the growing occurs within 
an enclosed, locked facility as specified. The MMMA also 
provides that other state law inconsistent with the MMMA 
may not interfere with the rights established under the 
MMMA. Under MCL 333.26427(e), ‘All other acts and 
parts of acts inconsistent with this act do not apply to the 
medical use of marihuana as provided for by this act….’

“In this case, plaintiff’s home occupation ordinance 
§ 40.204(13), subparts (e) and (f) plainly purport to prohibit 
the outdoor growing of medical marijuana that the  
MMMA otherwise permits. Plaintiff’s prohibition effectively 
denied registered caregivers the right and privilege that  
MCL 333.26424(b) permits in conjunction with  
MCL 333.26423(d). Accordingly, under Ter Beek I, 297 
Mich. App at 453, plaintiff’s prohibition against medical 
marijuana outdoor growing by a registered caregiver directly 
conflicts with the MMMA. Further, enforcement of 
plaintiff’s home occupation ordinance would result in the 
imposition of penalties against persons like defendants that 
the MMMA does not permit.”

No private action for telecommunications 
company to enforce 47 U.S.C. § 253(a) 
against municipal regulation 
Superior Communications v. City of Riverview, U.S. 
Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals, Feb. 1, 2018, Docket 
No. 17-1234—Superior Communications asserted 
that the city violated 47 U.S.C. § 253(a) of the federal 
Telecommunications Act (TCA) by denying Superior the 
ability to upgrade its radio broadcast equipment, located on 
a city-owned telecommunications tower, under its Federal 
Communications Commission (FCC) construction permit. 

In response, the city argued that Superior cannot bring 
a private cause of action based on a purported § 253(a) 
violation, and the city did not enact a regulation, but instead 
exercised its rights under the license agreement to deny 
Superior’s proposed equipment modifications that would 
have occupied 10 times more space on the city’s tower. 

The Sixth Circuit panel agreed with the district court that 
the city did not take any action properly characterized as a 
“regulation” within the meaning of the TCA: “The City’s 
actions here, however, were pursuant to the negotiated 
License Agreement between it and Superior and cannot 
be properly characterized as a statute, regulation, or legal 
requirement within the meaning of § 253.”

Citing Sprint Spectrum L.P. v. Mills, 283 F.3d 404 (2d 
Cir. 2002), the court stated, “Just as private tower owners are 
not obliged to allow communications companies to operate at 
the FCC maximum transmissions levels—they may choose, 
via contract with a tenant, to limit equipment or broadcast 
power to a lower level—the City, in its capacity as a property 
owner, had the ‘right to decline to lease the property except 
on agreed conditions.’ Superior sought out the City ‘only in 
[its] capacity as a property owner,’ and, as well put by the 
Sprint Spectrum court: [A] lessee who agreed to the lease 
conditions requested by the owner of private property could 
not thereafter compel performance of the lease agreement 

Catherine Mullhaupt,  
MTA Staff Attorney
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by the private owner while the lessee refused to perform 
the agreed conditions. We see no indication that Congress 
meant the TCA to apply any different set of principles to a 
telecommunications company’s negotiated agreement with a 
public property owner.”

The court then also held in a matter of first impression 
that there is no private cause of action available for a violation 
of § 253(a). 47 U.S.C. § 253(a) provides in part, “No State 
or local statute or regulation, or other State or local legal 
requirement, may prohibit or have the effect of prohibiting 
the ability of any entity to provide any interstate or intrastate 
telecommunications service.”

According to the court, state and local governments have 
the right to impose necessary requirements to protect public 
safety, manage the public right-of-way, and establish rates 
on a competitively neutral and nondiscriminatory basis. But, 
under 47 U.S.C. § 253(d), if the FCC determines that a state 
or local government has permitted or imposed any statute, 
regulation or legal requirement that violates subsection (a) or 
(b), then “the Commission shall preempt the enforcement 
of such statute, regulation, or legal requirement to the extent 
necessary to correct such violation or inconsistency.”

The court concluded that the proper remedy for a § 253(a) 
violation is preemption by the FCC, not initiation of a private 
cause of action by an aggrieved telecommunications operator.

OMA attorney fees may be awarded at 
reduced rate if ‘clearly excessive’
Zoran v. Township of Cottrellville, ___ Mich. App. ___,  
Dec. 28, 2017—Plaintiffs filed suit in 2013 for Open 
Meetings Act (OMA) violations against the township and for 
intentional OMA violations against the supervisor. The trial 
court granted plaintiffs summary disposition for violations 
against the township, and held a bench trial in which it found 
the supervisor had intentionally violated the OMA. Plaintiffs 
requested a court order that the supervisor pay their attorney 
fees, which the court denied, finding their requested hourly 
rate of $250 to be clearly excessive in violation of Michigan 
Rule of Professional Conduct 1.5(a). The court instead 
awarded plaintiffs’ attorney fees at the hourly rate of $200.

On appeal, the plaintiffs asserted that: (1) MCL 15.273(1) 
requires the payment of actual attorney fees for intentional 
violations of the OMA, (2) a party opposing a request for 
attorney fees must raise MRPC 1.5(a) as an affirmative 
defense, and (3) they presented unrebutted evidence that the 
requested hourly fee of $250 was not clearly excessive.

Citing Speicher v. Columbia Twp. Bd. of Election Comm'rs, 
299 Mich. App. 86 (2012), the Court of Appeals held that: 
(1) “actual” attorney fees need not always be awarded for 
OMA violations, as a court has the discretion to award 
attorney fees at a reduced rate if it finds the actual attorney 
fees to be clearly excessive, and (2) a challenge to a request 
for attorney fees under the OMA is not required to be raised 
as an affirmative defense. The plaintiff bears the burden of 
proving that the requested fees were not clearly excessive 
because ‘[t]he burden of proving the fees rests upon the 
claimant of those fees.’ ” 

The court did find (3) that the trial court erred in its 
application of the “clearly excessive” standard contained 
within MRPC 1.5(a), which states:

“(a) A lawyer shall not enter into an agreement for, 
charge, or collect an illegal or clearly excessive fee. A fee is 
clearly excessive when, after a review of the facts, a lawyer 
of ordinary prudence would be left with a definite and firm 
conviction that the fee is in excess of a reasonable fee. The 
factors to be considered in determining the reasonableness of 
a fee include the following:

(1) the time and labor required, the novelty and difficulty 
of the questions involved, and the skill requisite to 
perform the legal service properly;

(2) the likelihood, if apparent to the client, that the 
acceptance of the particular employment will preclude 
other employment by the lawyer;

(3) the fee customarily charged in the locality for similar 
legal services;

(4) the amount involved and the results obtained;
(5) the time limitations imposed by the client or by the 

circumstances;
(6) the nature and length of the professional relationship 

with the client;
(7) the experience, reputation, and ability of the lawyer or 

lawyers performing the services; and
(8) whether the fee is fixed or contingent.”
The court stated: “Specifically, when deciding whether 

the $250 hourly rate satisfied that standard, the court 
concluded that ‘an hourly rate of $200 per hour is reflective 
of the fee customarily charged in this locality for similar 
legal services or those with similar difficulty.’ But the test is 
not whether the fee is reflective of the locality’s customary 
charge, but rather whether the fee was ‘clearly excessive,’ 
meaning that ‘after a review of the facts, a lawyer of ordinary 
prudence would be left with a definite and firm conviction 
that the fee is in excess of a reasonable fee.’ MRPC 1.5(a). 
Presumably, the trial court’s conclusion that a $200 hourly 
rate is customary in St. Clair County is a determination 
that a $200 rate is a reasonable one; but the next question to 
answer is whether a lawyer of ordinary prudence would have 
a firm conviction that a $250 hourly rate is in excess of that 
reasonable rate. …

“Indeed, the Supreme Court has recognized that an 
unreasonable fee is not necessarily a clearly excessive one. ... 
Consequently, it was proper for the trial court to evaluate 
what is a reasonable fee (and by necessity the reasonable 
hourly rate) through application of the factors set forth in 
MRPC 1.5(a), as what is reasonable must first be determined 
before it can be decided that something is in excess of what 
is reasonable. But the trial court should not have stopped 
there, as it should have then determined whether the $250 
hourly rate was ‘clearly excessive,’ by considering whether a 
lawyer of ordinary prudence would be left with a definite and 
firm conviction that the fee is in excess of a reasonable fee. Its 
failure to do so requires that we vacate the order so that the 
trial court can make that determination in the first instance.”
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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

Established in 1835 and named after the  
eighth U.S. president, Martin Van Buren,  
Van Buren Charter Township (Wayne Co.)  

is a premier community with a commitment to 
providing quality programs and services to residents and 
visitors. The original population of 500 grew quickly 
as a result of major improvements to the township’s 
infrastructure, including the construction of railroads, 
formation of Belleville Lake, development of airports, and 
building of the Bomber Highway, now I-94.

Situated at the crossroads of I-94 and I-275, Van 
Buren Charter Township is a convenient destination at the 
midway point between Detroit and Ann Arbor. Providing 
unparalleled access to highway and rail systems and close 
proximity to Willow Run Airport and Detroit Metropolitan 
Airport, the township is a sweet spot for businesses 
and residents alike. With a blend of rural character and 
suburban amenities, it offers a unique location for business 
development alongside family-oriented neighborhoods and 
a distinctive downtown business district boasting a variety 
of gathering places to enjoy delicious food, history, art and 
entertainment.

The township presents opportunities for business growth 
through location, flexibility and the ever-changing market 
demand. Retail supply and demand in Van Buren Charter 
Township’s local and regional trade areas support expansion 
through new businesses, the conversion or repositioning 
of existing businesses, and build-to-suit options. Ideally 
located within the Airport District, the Van Buren Charter 
Township area is quickly becoming one of southeast 
Michigan’s most desired locations for major technology hubs, 
thriving start-ups and the American Center for Mobility at 
Willow Run Airport, which opened in December 2017. 

Active families enjoy Belleville Lake, Wayne County’s 
largest inland lake, covering 1,200 acres, and an extensive 
parks and recreation system that includes five community 
parks, sledding hill, picnic shelters, walking and biking trails, 
sports fields, playgrounds, boat launches, fishing piers and a 
beach. Enjoy year-round, family-friendly events for all ages, 
presented by the Van Buren Parks & Recreation Department 
and the September Days Senior Center. Classes, activities, 
summer concerts, 4th of July fireworks, art and craft fairs, 
classic car shows and more showcase Van Buren Charter 
Township’s dedication to offering something for everyone. 

Van Buren Charter Township



Invest in yourself 
MTA’s eLearning Library makes continuous learning possible even when you have a hectic work (and life!) 
schedule. Eliminate travel costs and schedule conflicts with this convenient, affordable learning option that 
delivers targeted township training directly to your desktop. 

Here at MTA, we’re as proud of our online learning options as we are of your dedication to improving 
yourself. We take our role in educating—and supporting—our members very seriously. In honor of that, and 
to demonstrate our appreciation that you turn to us for your educational needs, we are offering half-off all 
webcasts in March! When checking out, use promo code: madness 

Choose from more than 30 webcast topics under the following categories:
 Assessment & Taxation Board Essentials  Financial
 Planning & Zoning  New Officials Training Township Governance Academy

Detailed descriptions of each webcast are available online; visit MTA’s eLearning Library at 
www.michigantownships.org (under the “MTA Products & Training” drop-down menu) or view the full 
webcast library at  https://mta.elevate.commpartners.com.

Onlinelearning

Save half-off all 
MTA webcasts 

in March!

Use the promo 
code: Madness




