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2218 What’s in your sign ordinance?
 Regulating signage is an important consideration for townships. Signs don’t  
 just impact your township’s appearance—they can also affect safety. But  
 a recent U.S. Supreme Court decision greatly impacts how townships can  
 accomplish this job. 

28 Can (or should) employers regulate employee conduct  
 outside of work?
 All townships are employers. And while employers routinely discipline and  
 terminate employees for conduct that takes place in the workplace, can  
 (or should) townships do the same for conduct outside of the workplace?

30 Inspiring tomorrow’s local leaders
 Two students aspiring to a career in local government management  
 recently received MTA’s 2016 Robert R. Robinson Scholarship.
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To find your MTA District, visit www.michigantownships.org  
or call (517) 321-6467.
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of directors, staff or membership of the Michigan Townships 
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unless specifically so stated. 
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9652), is published monthly, except for a combined January/
February issue. MTA membership provides a subscription to 
township board members, the manager/superintendent, planning 
commission chairperson and township attorney. Member 
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equalization director and road commission chairperson. Annual 
membership dues include $30 for a one-year subscription to 
Michigan Township Focus. Additional member subscriptions are 
available for $30 per year. Subscription rate for residents and 
firms in member townships is $40 per year (schools and libraries 
may subscribe for $30 a year). 

Michigan Township Focus is a publication of the Michigan 
Townships Association, 512 Westshire Dr., Lansing, MI 48917-9757.  
Phone: (517) 321-6467; fax: (517) 321-8908; Web: www.michigan 
townships.org. Periodicals postage paid at Lansing, MI. 
POSTMASTER: Send address changes to: Michigan Township Focus,  
P.O. Box 80078, Lansing, MI 48908-0078. 

Direct all display and classified advertising inquiries to Ashley 
Maher at (517) 321-6467. Member rate for a classified ad in either 
the magazine or on the MTA website on a monthly basis is $1 
per word. Call MTA for non-member rates. Deadlines for display 
and classified ads in the magazine are five weeks preceding the 
publication date. Send ads to: P.O. Box 80078, Lansing, MI 48908-
0078; phone: (517) 321-6467, ext. 254; fax: (517) 321-8908; or  
email: ashley@michigantownships.org. 
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Larry Merrill
MTA Executive Directorlocal view

New township teams come together  
after November elections

Elections mean a changing of the guard in many 
townships, with the departure of retiring officials 
followed by returning and newly elected officials 

taking the oath of office for the new term. For the Michigan 
Townships Association, the November election means 
saying goodbye to departing officials whom we admire and 

appreciate for their integrity, 
leadership and active engagement 
in the MTA community. 
Regardless of how long they have 
held office, all departing township 
officials deserve a huge round of 
applause for their dedication and 
public service. 

Speaking of longevity in office, 
we are often asked about the record 
for longest-serving township 

official; our unofficial record holder is Seney Township 
(Schoolcraft Co.) Clerk Jennie Nelson, who retired in 1987 
at age 96 after holding township office for 64 years—a record 
that likely will never be broken.

We are also welcoming an estimated 1,000 newly elected 
officials to township government and to MTA membership, 
for whom the oath of office is a poignant reminder that 
a whole community is depending on them for leadership 
and administrative excellence. Statutory duties and other 
township-specific responsibilities require mastering new 
competencies and financial oversight knowledge, as well as 
strategic and leadership skills. New treasurers must jump 
into the tax collection process already underway and manage 
the township’s cash flow. Clerks have to know how to 
correctly post financial transactions into a complicated fund 
accounting system. Supervisors need to identify which issues 
require board action, oversee the current budget and maybe 
get started developing next year’s budget as well.

Building effective township teams was the MTA Board 
of Directors objective in choosing “Come Together” as 
the April 2017 MTA Annual Educational Conference 
theme, and the Association’s staff will devote thousands of 
hours in the coming months fielding phone calls and email 
questions, and teaching workshops to acclimate new officials 
to township government and help members achieve public 
service excellence. MTA’s introductory classes in December 
and January, intermediate classes at the Annual Educational 
Conference in April, and advanced, office-specific retreats 

next spring have proven their value to successful township 
officials for decades.

To keep township administrative teams working 
cohesively and to sustain community leadership capacity, 
new officials need to fully understand their own roles and 
responsibilities as well as those of other team members. 
Trial and error can have catastrophic results as missteps 
and mistakes damage trust and respect that is essential for 
team efficiency and effectiveness. Responsibility for keeping 
township teams humming falls not only on new officials, 
but returning officials also play essential roles. Tutoring 
newcomers on township policies and processes by veteran 
officials is also critically important. Hard feelings following 
a heated political campaign should not compromise the 
orderly transfer of documents, records and knowledge, 
and the manner by which elected officials leave office 
impacts their legacies. “Classy” describes departing officials 
who offer assistance to their successors. “Classy” also 
describes new officials who acknowledge contributions and 
accomplishments of their predecessors.

In addition to calling MTA, assistance from experienced 
township officials serving in neighboring jurisdictions should 
not be overlooked by new officials who might sometimes feel 
overwhelmed and are unsure where to turn. Helping others 
is in the DNA of all great township officials, which is why 
MTA relies on township clerks to complete and return our 
member contact information report so we can reach out to 
new officials with timely information about training and 
publications and let new officials know that MTA’s member 
information services are here for them as well.

The new term of office will be a new beginning for many 
township board and administrative teams. Developing 
relationships built on trust, integrity and competency will go 
far in making the new township team a term-long success to 
most important people of all—the voters. The MTA team 
stands ready to give your township team the tools to be great.
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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

GO GREEN

Townships honored for  
clean energy achievements
Four townships were among the communities honored in the 
newly revamped statewide Michigan Green Communities 
Challenge for their sustainability efforts in projects ranging 
from green building technology to LED streetlight 
conversions. 

Twenty-two communities in all were recognized for 
clean energy and environmental leadership by the Michigan 
Green Communities Network (MGC), which aims to 
connect community leaders through training, education and 
communications. MTA is a partner in the MGC, which 
launched in 2009 and emphasized energy efficiency projects. 

As part of the Michigan Green Communities Challenge, 
participating local governments were awarded gold, silver 
and bronze “medals” reflecting community 
leadership in areas such as clean energy 
programs and sustainability planning. Delhi 
Charter Township (Ingham Co.) was one 
of three communities that received a gold 
medal. The township received the honors 
for a new partnership, starting in 2016, with 
a commercial waste hauler to provide free 
curbside recycling to residents. 

The program, called RECYCLE MORE, provides 
township residents with special separate “single stream” 
recycling bins for pick up on a biweekly basis. Within six 
months of the program launch, nearly half of all eligible 
households in the township were using curbside recycling.

“The result has been a tremendous success,” said John 
Elsinga, Delhi Charter Township manager. “Curbside 
recycling makes the process of staying environmentally 
friendly an easier one.” 

Meridian Charter Township (Ingham Co.) was the 
recipient of a silver medal, for its efforts to help maintain a 
healthy environment through wetlands protection, a land 
preservation ordinance, greenspace protection plan, and 
pathway millage.

Kalamazoo Charter Township (Kalamazoo Co.) and 
Grand Haven Charter Township (Ottawa Co.) each 
received Honorable Mentions this year.  

The Green Communities Challenge helps townships 
create a roadmap for sustainability initiatives and establishes 
benchmarks for community progress toward those efforts. 
An annual challenge competition, the next round is 
expected to open in early 2017. Learn more at http://
migreencommunities.com/

SURVEY SAYS

Majority of officials say Michigan’s local 
government funding system is broken
Nearly two-thirds of all of Michigan’s local leaders believe 
that the state’s system of funding local government is broken 
and in need of reform.

This belief is shared by a majority of local leaders from 
jurisdictions large and small, from every region of the state, 
and from both Republicans and Democrats, according to 
recent results from the Michigan Public Policy Survey.

In 2016, 64 percent 
of local officials 
say that the state’s 
system of funding 
local government is 
broken and needs 
significant reform, up 
from 58 percent in 
2012. For townships 
specifically, more than 
54 percent of officials 
either “strongly” or 
“somewhat” agreed. 

Nearly a quarter of township respondents “neither agree or 
disagree.” 

Overall, only 23 percent of total respondents (down from 
26 percent in 2012) believe they will be able to improve or 
expand their services in the future under the current system. 
Among township respondents, nearly 28 percent felt the 
current system could provide adequate funding to improve 
or add services, while nearly 30 percent “neither agree or 
disagree.” A full 35 percent of all township respondents 
said they felt the current system could not provide adequate 
funding.

Of the 11 reforms presented in the survey, conducted 
by the Center for Local, State and Urban Policy at the 
University of Michigan’s Ford School of Public Policy, two 
reforms rose to the top, among respondents:

• 82 percent (and 80 percent of townships) support 
compelling the state to pay for “unfunded mandates” 
imposed on local governments.

• 76 percent (69 percent of townships) support restoring 
full statutory revenue sharing.

MTA is a partner on the MPPS, which is sent via 
hardcopy and email to top elected and appointed officials 
in all counties, cities, villages and townships in Michigan. 
Township supervisors, clerks and managers are among those 
surveyed.
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ATTENTION TREASURERS

Reminder for tax collection office hours  
The township treasurer must be in his or her office from  
9 a.m. to 5 p.m. to receive tax payments on the last day taxes 
are due and payable before being returned as delinquent under 
MCL 211.55. (MCL 211.44(2)(b)) MCL 211.55 refers to 
the last day of February as the last day that taxes are due and 
payable before being returned as delinquent to the county 
treasurer, and provides for the unpaid taxes to be returned as 
delinquent to the county treasurer the next day.

In addition, the treasurer must be in his or her office 
from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. one day between Dec. 25 and Jan. 1. 
However, the requirement to hold hours in December is 
waived if the township has an agreement with a local financial 
institution to collect taxes on behalf of the township, and the 
township provides timely notification to the taxpayers of their 
ability to pay their taxes at this financial institution.

For 2016, the available days for required December office 
hours are Monday, Dec. 26 through Friday, Dec. 30. 
Treasurers must choose one day (unless a bank assists in 
collection). (MCL 211.44(2))

The last day to pay 2016 property taxes without incurring 
any interest or penalty is Tuesday, Feb. 14, 2017. Treasurers 
may choose to hold office hours. 

The last day to pay 2016 property taxes before they are 
returned as delinquent is Monday, Feb. 28, 2017 (the last 
day of February). (MCL 211.45) Treasurers must hold office 
hours.

The township treasurer must also be in his or her office 
from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. to receive tax payments for the 
collection of a summer tax levy, on Sept. 14, (the last day 
taxes are due and payable before interest is added under 
MCL 211.44a(5). (MCL 211.44(2)(c))
Attention treasurers! MTA is holding four full-day Treasurer’s Guide to Tax 
Collection workshops around the state in November! Turn to page 25 for 
details. Townships with new incoming treasurers, be sure to register your 
newly elected treasurer for this timely, comprehensive overview of a critical 
township function!

Looking for additional resources? Purchase MTA’s Treasurer’s Guide to 
Township Government (order online at www.michigantownships.org/ 
mta_store.asp or by calling 517-321-6467). Or visit the “Tax Collecting”  
Web pages on the members-only portion of www.michigantownships.org 
(access via the “Index of Topics” under the “Answer Center” tab after  
logging in).

STARS AND STRIPES

Successful Eagle Scout project benefits 
townships, engages youth
The success of an Eagle Scout project in a northern Michigan 
township has local officials, one Boy Scout troop and area 
residents very proud—and also showcases the benefits when 
local governments engage with youth in their area. 

To obtain an 
Eagle Scout ranking 
from the Boy Scouts 
of America, a scout 
must complete a 
project that not 
only demonstrates 
the scout’s 
leadership skills, 
but also benefits his 
community. For his 
Eagle Scout project 
for Troop 105, 
eighteen-year-old 
Levi Cederquist 

constructed four American flag retirement boxes, helping 
residents to properly dispose of their tattered Stars and 
Stripes.   

Working with his grandfather—who was in the same 
scout troop in 1955—as his mentor, Cederquist drew plans 
for and built four hinged-top boxes out of rough-sawn oak 
lumber that had been stored in his family’s barn.

Once the boxes were constructed, Cederquist called 
upon the rest of his troop—required for this type of service 
project—for assistance. Together, they sanded and prepared 
the boxes for coats of polyurethane. A flag emblem was 
placed on the box fronts, and plaques on the top to indicate 
the name of the Eagle Scout and project. 

Cederquist visited four townships—Long Lake 
Township (Grand Traverse Co.), Blair Township 
(Grand Traverse Co.), Inland Township (Benzie Co.), 
Almira Township (Benzie Co.)—to ask permission to 
place the boxes in their township halls. More than 260 
flags have been collected in the retirement box at Long 
Lake Township alone, where residents were informed of 
collection through township newsletters, the township sign 
marquee and its website. Collected flags will be retired 
in a proper ceremony setting, according to Long Lake 
Township Supervisor Karen Rosa.

“The public reaction has been overwhelming,” Rosa 
said. “We started immediately getting retired flags in, with 
residents saying, ‘I have been saving these flags, not knowing 
what to do with them!’ and ‘What a great idea, this is a 
wonderful service!’ Everything has been very positive.

“Levi comes in to collect the flags with a big smile on his 
face. I don’t think he ever thought his project would be this 
big of a success.”
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LOCAL UPDATES FROM ACROSS MICHIGAN

Township happenings

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.
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NEW FORM COMING SOON

Townships must use new Form I-9, 
beginning in January 
The newest version of the Form I-9 will be available by 
the end of November, according to U.S. Citizenship and 
Immigration Services. 

All U.S. employers (including townships) are responsible 
for completion and retention of Form I-9 for each individual 
they hire for employment in the United States (including 
elected officials). On the form, the township must verify the 
employment eligibility and identity documents presented by 
the employee and record the document information on the 
Form I-9. 

Townships may continue using the current Form I-9  
with a revision date of 03/08/2013 until Jan. 21, 2017. After 
Jan. 21, all previous versions of the Form I-9 will be invalid.

The proposed changes aim to help employers reduce 
technical errors for which they may be fined.

For more resources, visit MTA’s “Employment Eligibility  
(I-9 and citizenship)” Web page on the members-only section of 
www.michigantownships.org. Access via the “Index of Topics,” 
under the “Answer Center” tab after logging in.

Retirement
LeRoy Zieske, London Township (Monroe Co.) trustee for  
20 years, clerk for 21 years, former member of the township 
zoning board of appeals, and member of the London-Maybee-
Raisinville and Milan Area Fire Department boards. Zieske 
said, “I have worked with 10 supervisors, seven clerks, seven 
treasurers and seven trustees. I have enjoyed representing the 
people of London Township for these many years. 

Calumet Charter Township (Houghton Co.) celebrated 
its sesquicentennial this summer, with a historians panel 
discussion kicking off a three-day celebration. In addition 
to a community dance, street fair with vendors, kids games, 
corn-eating contest, street musicians, and walking, home  
and church tours, fireworks over the Calumet Colosseum 
(pictured above) were also among the highlights of the 
township’s 150th birthday festivities.

The Clay Township (St. Clair Co.) Board recently 
unanimously approved a board and administrative policies 
manual. The manual was developed while referencing MTA’s 
publication, Policy Matters! Using Board and Administrative 
Policies to Govern Your Township. A committee of three board 
members worked more than eight months to complete the 
manual, presenting a chapter to the board each month. 

Michigan Cares for Tourism selected Laketown 
Township’s (Allegan Co.) Felt Estate as its 2016 clean-up 
project site. In September, more than 170 volunteers helped 
complete 17 projects—from painting to building a new 
walking path—in one day. The estate, used for weddings, 
community events, concerts and more, features a 25-room 
mansion, round water garden and park-like grounds. It was 
purchased by the township in the early 1990s, and is listed on 
the National Register of Historic Places. 
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Remembering MTA Life Member,  
2000 President Gloria Maichele
MTA lost one of our own this fall when Past President 
Gloria Maichele passed away.

For 32 years, Maichele tirelessly 
served Emmett Charter Township 
(Calhoun Co.) as clerk until her 
retirement in 2012. She was first 
elected to the MTA Board in 1987, 
and in 2000, she became the second 
Emmett Charter Township official to 
become MTA president.

Maichele was leading the Board 
when Executive Director Larry 
Merrill first stepped to the helm of 
the Association. “Gloria was a strong leader on the MTA 
Board, and we were extremely fortunate to have her as 
president when the Association last experienced a change 
in its executive management,” Merrill said. “A number of 
controversial changes were championed by Gloria that were 
proven over time to make the MTA Board more effective. 
She was tenacious but kind, and made extraordinary efforts 
to be fair. She embodied the best qualities one expects of a 
public servant and of a friend.”

Maichele lived in a township for most of her life. With 
a long history of civic work and an accounting background, 
Maichele was a natural as township clerk. She decided to run 
at the request of a former supervisor’s widow and beat the 
incumbent by just 25 votes. She liked the job so much she ran 
for re-election term after term until her retirement. She was 
named 1996 Township Clerk of the Year by the Michigan 
Association of Municipal Clerks. 

“You have a great opportunity to preserve your local 
identity and heritage while guiding the community into the 
future,” Maichele told MTA in 2000 of serving as a local 
official. “Your constituents are your neighbors, and they 
appreciate the work you do. I don’t have a day that I don’t 
want to come to work. Being a township official is a good and 
honorable position.”

As MTA president, Maichele dedicated herself to 
preserving local control. She truly wanted MTA to thrive  
and worked with the Board to ensure that members had the 
very best services. The legacy she leaves behind is the very  
one she described to MTA back in 2000 as her goal  
for her presidency: “That I worked with the Board to bring 
the organization into the new century, fought for townships, 
and remembered to laugh and smile along the way.” 

Maichele

MTA’s Larry Merrill, educational programming 
receive accolades for association excellence
This fall, MTA Executive Director 
Larry Merrill was inducted into the 
Michigan Society of Association 
Executives (MSAE) Association 
Hall of Fame, which honors 
individuals who exemplify the very 
best in association management. 
The Association also received top 
honors for excellence in professional 
development programming. Merrill 
and Association staff accepted the 
honors during an awards ceremony 
this September. 

“I am honored to be inducted into the MSAE Hall 
of Fame, just as it has been an honor to serve township 
governments for over 35 years promoting local democracy 
in Michigan,” Merrill said. “Associations such as MTA are 
an essential part of the democratic process by effectively 
coalescing the values and preferences of like-minded people 
engaged in trade, professions and worthy causes, and 
conveying those perspectives to policy-makers.”

Denise Donohue, executive director of the County 
Road Association of Michigan, nominated Merrill for the 
honor. She described Merrill as “truly a gem in the midst of 
Michigan associations.” 

“Larry Merrill’s impacts on local government throughout 
Michigan, and his work to advance the association industry, 
are a testament to his desire to improve the performance level 
of us all,” Donohue said.

MSAE also bestowed 
its top honors—a 
Diamond Award—to 
MTA for its efforts to 
provide educational 
opportunities 
throughout the year to 
Michigan’s 6,500-plus 
township officials. 

“We are incredibly 
pleased to receive this award, as we take great pride in 
serving and educating township officials across the state,” 
said MTA Education Director Shelley Cardenas. “Our goal 
is simple: deliver high-quality, timely and relevant education 
to Michigan local leaders to help them better serve their 
residents, their community, their region and, ultimately, their 
state. The more township officials are educated about their 
roles and responsibilities, and new, innovative ways to serve 
their residents, the stronger their boards, their townships and 
their communities will become.”

Merrill 

Members of MTA’s Knowledge Center
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profile
Attn. clerks: Help MTA keep our database  
up-to-date for new, returning officials
Just after the Nov. 8 general election, MTA will be seeking 
updated information on all new and veteran officials in your 
township to update our database. A mailing will be sent 
following the election, asking clerks to confirm the names, 
addresses, telephone numbers and email addresses of all 

current officials, and to provide this 
information for any new officials elected 
in the Nov. 8 election.  

It is critical to review the 
information, make corrections as 
needed and provide changes to MTA 
as quickly as possible so that all newly 
elected officials in your township 
receive correspondence from MTA 
following the election—including 
information on workshops, publications 

and other resources to acquaint them with their new roles and 
responsibilities. Updated information (or an “OK as is”) can 
also be emailed to nicole@michigantownships.org.   

Clerks can also make adjustments to officials’ online profile 
information—including adding a new official or marking a 
former official for removal from the database. (When adding 
a new official, be sure not to overwrite the former official’s 
information with the new official’s name and information. 
Contact MTA with questions.) These efforts will help ensure 
that the right information goes to the right person.

Officials can also update their contact information online 
at any time. Simply log in to the members-only portion of 
www.michigantownships.org using your username (your email 
address on file with MTA) and password. After logging in, 
select “My Profile” under the “My MTA” tab to get started. 
(Not sure of your password? Select the “Forgot Your Password?” 
link on the log-in page. Enter your email address on file with 
MTA, and you will be sent a link to create a new password. 
Contact nicole@michigantownships.org for assistance.) 

Keeping up-to-date information—including email 
addresses—on file with MTA is critical to ensure all 
officials are getting the most out of their Association 
membership. If we have the incorrect email address, 
officials are missing out on valuable legislative updates and 
information in our e-newsletters, Township Insights and 
Township Voice, as well as notices about educational seminars 
and other opportunities for today’s township officials. Your 
email address also serves as your username to access the 
members-only portion of MTA’s website, featuring hundreds 
of pages of resources, samples and information—exclusively 
for MTA member officials. 

Questions? Contact MTA at (517) 321-6467.

Delivering on promises for Michigan

Each day, Consumers Energy safely delivers affordable, 
reliable electricity and natural gas to customers throughout 
Michigan’s Lower Peninsula. The company is committed 
to helping the state succeed 
economically and operating 
sustainably to help leave the 
state better than they found it. 
Here are just a few highlights:

• Consumers Energy energy efficiency programs have 
helped its customers save a collective $855 million 
since 2009, and it is helping Michigan communities 
transition to more efficient street lighting. 

• Employees and retirees, together with the Consumers 
Energy Foundation and parent company CMS Energy, 
contributed $6.6 million to Michigan nonprofits. 
Employees are also contributing their time, talents and 
resources to care for the communities it serves. 

• The average cost of electricity and natural gas is about 
$3 per day over the course of a year for Consumers 
Energy residential customers. 

• Consumers Energy met Michigan’s 10 percent 
renewable energy standard ahead of schedule, and 
continues to explore new opportunities to provide 
customers with energy from clean, renewable sources. 
They operate two wind farms, are tapping the sun 
through the Solar Gardens program and are also 
harnessing the state’s rushing rivers to produce energy 
at its 13 hydroelectric dams. 

To keep moving forward, the state needs a Michiganfirst 
energy plan that creates a climate for Consumers Energy and 
other major energy providers to develop plans to meet the 
state’s energy needs. Those plans must provide certainty to 
build the next generation of clean power plants, as well as 
flexible and balanced clean energy policies and long-term 
reliability for customers. Learn more at ConsumersEnergy.com/ 
sustainability.

Consumers Energy
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MTA Legal Defense Fund supports  
continued ‘big box’ battle

MTA’s Legal Defense Fund 
(LDF) assists townships in legal 
battles that have significant 
statewide impact. The MTA 
Legal Defense Fund Committee 
recently approved support for 
Menard, Inc. v. City of Escanaba, 
a long-running case involving 
the detrimental “dark store” 
assessing theory. In the case, the 
Michigan Tax Tribunal (MTT) 

allowed the big box store to use sales comparables, presented 
by Menard, that consisted of sales of out-of-business big box 
stores with deed restrictions that impact allowable uses and 
skew valuations downward. A state Court of Appeals ruling 
reversed the MTT decision and remanded it back to the 
Tribunal with specific instructions for a new determination. 
The Court concluded that the Tribunal “committed an error 
of law” and “its decision was not supported by competent, 
material and substantial evidence” in the matter. 

After Menard, Inc. filed an application for leave to appeal 
to the Michigan Supreme Court, MTA approved support in 
the form of an amicus brief, which will be filed jointly with 
the Michigan Municipal League. 
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mta events | November

18 Township Finances workshop, Grand Rapids

21 Treasurers’ Guide to Tax Collection workshop,  
Grayling

22 Treasurers’ Guide to Tax Collection workshop,  
Kalamazoo

28 Treasurers’ Guide to Tax Collection workshop,  
Marquette

30 Treasurers’ Guide to Tax Collection workshop,  
Frankenmuth

Are you part of the conversation? 
MTA’s social networking site, Community Connection, 
is an MTA-members only space where you can ask 
questions and share insights with your township 

colleagues from across the state. Access Community 
Connection from the log-in portal or members-only side of  
www.michigantownships.org. Join the conversation today!

Scholarship
Sponsor
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NOVEMBER 

By 1 Notice 
of Nov. 8 general election 
published. (MCL 168.653a) 

Deadline for submission of 
New Personal Property (PA 
328 of 1998), Obsolete 
Property (PA 146 of 2000), 
Commercial Rehabilitation (PA 
210 of 2005), Neighborhood 
Enterprise Zone (PA 147 
of 1992), Commercial 
Facilities (PA 255 of 1978) 
and Industrial Facilities (PA 
198 of 1974) tax exemption 
applications to the State Tax 
Commission (STC). 

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

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

Deadline for filing for 
foreclosure entity conditional 
rescission of a PRE to qualify 
for the winter tax levy. (MCL 
211.7cc(5))

By 3 Public 
accuracy test for Nov. 8 
election must be conducted. 
(R 168.778) Notice of test 
must be published at least 
48 hours before test. (MCL 
168.798)

4 (Nov. 5 is a Saturday.) 
On or before Nov. 5, township 
supervisor notifies township 
treasurer of the amount of 
county, state and school taxes 
apportioned in township to 
enable treasurer to obtain 
necessary bond for collection 
of taxes.* (MCL 211.43(1))

Dates and deadlines  
for townships

5 Electors who wish to 
receive an absentee voter ballot 
for Nov. 8 general election by 
mail submit absentee voter 
ballot applications by 2 p.m. 
(MCL 168.759)
 

7 Electors qualified to 
obtain an absentee voter ballot 
for Nov. 8 general election 
may vote in person in the 
clerk’s office until 4 p.m. 
(MCL 168.761)

8 Emergency absentee 
voting for Nov. 8 general 
election until 4 p.m. (MCL 
168.759b) 

General election.

9 Boards of county 
canvassers meet to canvass 
Nov. 8 general election by  
1 p.m. (MCL 168.821)
 

By 22 Boards 
of county canvassers complete 
canvass of Nov. 8 general 
election; county clerks 
forward results to Secretary of 
State within 24 hours. (MCL 
168.822, 828) 

By 28 Board 
of state canvassers meet 
to canvass Nov. 8 general 
election. (MCL 168.842)

Township treasurer gives county 
treasurer a bond* running 
to the county in the actual 
amount of county, state and 
school taxes. (MCL 211.43(2))

*May be handled by county 
treasurer. See MCL 211.34(2) 
for additional information, or 
call MTA at (517) 321-6467 
for further guidance.

DECEMBER 

By 1 On or before 
Dec. 1, county treasurer 
delivers to township supervisor 
a signed statement of approval 
of the bond and the township 
supervisor delivers the tax roll 
to the township treasurer. 

2016 taxes due and payable to 
local unit treasurer are a lien 
on real property. (MCL 211.40)

Deadline for foreclosing 
governmental units to transfer 
list of unsold 2016 tax 
foreclosure parcels to the clerk 
of the municipality in which 
the parcels are located. (MCL 
211.78m(6))

By 8 Post-general 
campaign statements filed. 
Books closed Nov. 28. 

13 Tuesday after the 
second Monday in December. 
Special board of review 
meeting may be convened 
by assessing officer to 
correct qualified errors. (MCL 
211.53b) The township board 
may authorize, by ordinance 
or resolution, an alternate 
meeting date during the week 
of the second Monday in 
December. (MCL 211.53b(7))

An owner who owned and 
occupied a principal residence 
on May 1 for taxes levied 
before Jan. 1, 2012, for which 
the exemption was not on the 
tax roll, may file an appeal with 
the December BOR in the year 
for which the exemption was 
claimed or the immediately 
succeeding three years. For 
taxes levied after Dec. 31, 
2011, an owner who owned 
and occupied a principal 
residence on June 1 or Nov. 1 
for which the exemption was 
not on the tax roll may file an 
appeal with the December 
BOR in the year for which the 
exemption was claimed or the 
immediately succeeding three 
years. (MCL 211.7cc(19)) 

An owner of a property that is 
qualified agricultural property 

on May 1 may appeal to the 
December BOR for the current 
year and the immediately 
preceding year if the 
exemption was not on the tax 
roll. (MCL 211.7ee(6))

December BOR to hear appeals 
for current year poverty 
exemptions only, but not 
poverty exemptions denied by 
the March BOR. (MCL 211.7u, 
STC Bulletin 5 of 2012)

Form 600/L-4016, Supple-
mental Special Assessment 
Report, due to the STC.
 

29 Deadline for an 
owner who had claimed a 
conditional rescission of a 
PRE to verify to the assessor 
that the property still meets 
the requirements for the 
conditional rescission through 
a second and third year annual 
verification of a Conditional 
Rescission of PRE. (Form 
4640) (MCL 211.7cc(5))

Deadline for a land contract 
vendor, bank, credit union or 
other lending institution that 
had claimed a foreclosure 
entity conditional rescission 
of a PRE to verify to the 
assessor that the property 
still meets the requirements 
for the conditional rescission 
through the filing of an annual 
verification of a foreclosure 
entity. (MCL 211.7cc(5))

A rescission affidavit (Form 
5277) shall be filed with the 
assessor of the township in 
which the personal property is 
located, no later than Dec. 31 
of the year in which the 
exempted property is no 
longer eligible for the eligible 
manufacturing personal 
property tax exemption. 

31 Tax day for 2017 
property taxes. (MCL 211.2(2))

All taxes due and liens are 
cancelled for otherwise unsold 
2016 foreclosure parcels 
purchased by the state or 
transferred to the local unit 
or the Michigan Land Bank 
Fast Track Authority. (MCLs 
211.78m(12) and (13))
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must be legally able—and responsible enough—to perform 
the statutory duties and functions. 

There is no requirement that a deputy be a resident of the 
township—or the state or the country! There have been some 
deputies that crossed state lines or even over from Canada to 
serve in a Michigan township. But the person must be readily 
available when the official is not.

There is no prohibition against a relative serving as an 
official’s deputy. But the most important qualification of a 
deputy is the ability to be available when the official is absent, 
ill, disabled, or has died. So a relative may not be a good 
choice if that person is going on vacation with the official, or 
would be a caregiver or a grieving family member.

It is possible for one person to serve as more than one 
deputy, such as the same person serving as both a deputy 
clerk and deputy supervisor, but it is not possible for the same 
person to serve as both deputy clerk and deputy treasurer (or 
for the clerk or treasurer to serve as the other’s deputy), because 
of the segregation of duties required by law and Michigan 
Department of Treasury regarding those two offices. 

How many deputies may an 
official have?
An official may have only one deputy at a time. 
It is possible for an official to appoint different 

deputies during the official’s term of office—as long as it is 
only one at a time. For example, an official who has her spouse 
as her deputy might want to appoint someone else to be her 
deputy while the official and her spouse are away on vacation.

How do I appoint a deputy?
There isn’t an official process, other than you 
state who you are appointing and the new 
deputy must take the oath of office. If you 
want to switch deputies, you let one deputy go 

by appointing a new deputy who takes the oath; then the 
“old” deputy is no longer the deputy. That’s all that must be 
done to make the appointment legally, but from a practical 
standpoint, you should let the board and other staff—and the 
bank, if your signatures are on the bank cards—know, so they 
know who has the deputy authority for your office.

What control does a township 
board have over my deputy?
The township board does not have a vote over 
who you appoint, but the board determines 

what hours the deputy may work and what the compensation 
will be. (The one exception to board control over who serves 
as a deputy is if you want a trustee to serve as your deputy in 

What township board positions 
have the authority to appoint a 
deputy?
The township clerk and treasurer are each 

required by law to appoint one deputy (MCLs 41.69 and 
41.77). The township supervisor may choose to appoint one 
deputy (MCL 41.61). 

What authority does a deputy 
have?
Deputies are different from other “employees.” 
A deputy position is not a “job”; it’s an 

appointment to a public office. 
The number one authority of a deputy is to serve as a 

substitute for the official. In the case of the absence, sickness, 
death, or other disability of the official, the deputy possesses 
the powers and performs the statutory duties of the office, 
except that a deputy does not have a vote on the township 
board. In addition, a deputy supervisor does not moderate a 
township board meeting. 

This means that a deputy automatically has the authority 
to perform a statutory duty of the office, without further 
authorization, when the official is absent, sick, disabled, or 
has died. But it also means that a deputy has no authority 
beyond those situations to perform a statutory duty of the 
office—or any additional duties or job functions—without 
further authorization by the board and the official. 

Does a deputy continue to 
serve when the official resigns 
from board office?
No. A deputy serves at the “pleasure of the 

official,” which means that the deputy’s appointment depends 
on the official holding the office. The laws that state when a 
deputy has the authority of the office do not specifically state 
that a deputy serves in the event of the official’s resignation, 
even though they do specifically state a deputy’s authority 
to serve in the case of the absence, sickness, death, or other 
disability of the official. When an official resigns board office, 
he or she gives up all authority of the office, including the 
authority to appoint the deputy, so the deputy’s authority also 
ends.

Who may serve as a deputy?
Anyone who is capable of performing the 
specific duties of the office may be appointed. 
There is no minimum age limit, but the person 

Catherine Mullhaupt,   
MTA Staff Attorneyhello, MTA ... ? 
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with any other township employment position. The official 
has no individual authority over those job duties. 

The employment “part” of this dual position IS subject to 
unemployment insurance (but still not the deputy part). It is 
also subject to the Fair Labor Standards Act, and wage and 
hour regulations.

Sometimes this type of deputy situation can create 
confusion, especially if the township doesn’t distinguish 
between the deputy duties and any employment job 
description. It may seem like splitting hairs when everything 
is going well, but when things change or go badly, it can 
really make a difference—especially to the person who is 
caught in the middle. For example, if the board discharges 
the person from the employment position, they are still the 
deputy. Or, if the official removes the deputy or the official 
resigns or isn’t reelected, then the deputy part is gone, but the 
employee “part” still shows up for work! 

To avoid confusion and stress for all involved, I strongly 
recommend that townships have a position description for 
deputy duties and a separate job description for the non-
statutory township “job” position. If the township has a need 
for that “job” position, then it should have a separate job 
description and pay rate anyway. 

a township under 40,000 in population. A board would have 
to authorize a trustee to serve as deputy clerk or treasurer 
as an additional duty before that could occur because the 
positions are otherwise incompatible. Note that although it 
may be possible, it may not be appropriate for a trustee to 
serve as a deputy, because of the fiduciary responsibilities.)

The board’s authority over the person who serves as a 
deputy is best explained in “Catherine’s Theory of the Three 
Types of Deputies.” You won’t find these spelled out by 
name in the law, but this does explain what the law allows:
1) The Substitute Deputy

This is the original form of deputy required by law. This 
deputy shows up only when the official cannot perform a 
statutory duty of the office. It’s like Superman and Clark 
Kent—you never see the official and their deputy together at 
the same time! 

If the official is always available, it may be that the deputy 
never actually shows up or performs any of the statutory 
duties of the office, but as long as they were ready and 
available to do so, they fulfilled their responsibility.

This deputy has no authority to perform at other times. 
The board controls what, if anything, this deputy position is 
paid. 
2) The Assistant Deputy 

Here the deputy works along with the official. The official 
must have township board authorization for a deputy to work 
as more than just a substitute. MCLs 41.61, 41.69 and 41.77 
state that, with the approval of the official, the deputy may 
assist the official in the performance of the statutory duties 
of the office at any additional times agreed upon between the 
board and the official, except the deputy shall not have a vote 
on the township board. 

The board has the ability to determine the extent or 
limit of the hours that the deputy works, either directly by 
specifying hours or through the amount the board allocates 
to pay for deputy hours. 

Neither of these first two types of deputies are subject 
to wage and hour restrictions. Just like the township board 
offices, deputies are not required to be paid a minimum wage 
or to work certain hours. There are no legal requirements 
to provide overtime, vacation, sick time or comp time. A 
township board may choose to treat these deputy types as if 
they are subject to any or all of these employment laws—and 
it may really be appropriate to do so—but it is not required.

Neither of these types of deputies are subject to 
unemployment insurance, but they are subject to worker’s 
disability compensation.
3) The Deputy Plus 

This is when a person who is a deputy also holds an 
employment position with the township. For example, the 
clerk makes a township clerical worker his deputy. Or the 
deputy treasurer is hired by the board to also serve as office 
manager. Here the township board is the employer, just as 

Hello, MTA ... ? provides general information on typical questions asked by  
township officials. Readers are encouraged to contact an attorney when  
specific legal guidance is needed. Member township officials and personnel 
may contact MTA Member Information Services with questions or requests 
from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., weekdays, at (517) 321-6467 or fax (517) 321-8908.
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inside Lansing Legislative and political updates—and 
the impact on local government

After the November general election, approximately  
11 days of session are expected before the end of December 
for state representatives and senators. With the end of 
this year comes the end of the two-year legislative session, 
meaning any bill that does not pass will die and must be 
reintroduced next year in order to be considered again. And 
any bill that is currently before the Legislature—even the gag 
order “fix” bill, House Bill 5219—could potentially come up 
for a vote. 

Meanwhile, a number of representatives are term-limited 
and will not return in 2017. If they want to pass any final bills 
or add to their legacy, they must do so during the so-called 
“lame duck” session.

There are almost always surprises, and it isn’t unusual for 
multiple major bills to pass during the notoriously long days 
and nights of session. MTA is closely watching several hot 
issues that are expected to be debated during the final days of 
the year—as well as those that could surface during that time.

Keeping ‘dark store’ fix at the forefront
MTA is working hard to ensure that House Bill 5578 is 
taken up for a vote before the close of the year. The bill, 
sponsored by Rep. David Maturen (R-Brady Twp.), is meant 
to end the practice of valuing big box retailers solely based on 
a comparable sales approach. Between a lack of comparable 
properties and the extensive use of deed restrictions to limit 

Michigan lawmakers face a limited amount of time to address major 
issues still looming in the current legislative session.

Uncertainty, surprises possible in  
upcoming ‘lame duck’ legislative session
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competition, some retailers are seeing their valuations—and 
subsequently, their taxes—slashed by as much as 70 percent. 
HB 5578, which has many bipartisan co-sponsors, would 
close this loophole by requiring the Michigan Tax Tribunal 
to consider all nationally accepted valuation approaches 
(sales, cost and income) to determine a property’s highest and 
best use. This issue is a concern for all local units—if your 
township has not yet been impacted, it is likely to be in the 
future, as fast food restaurants, auto parts stores and national 
chain pharmacies are seeking to exploit the same loophole.

The bill overwhelmingly passed the House, but the chair 
of the Senate Finance Committee has not yet determined if 
he will consider the bill.

Keeping tabs on elections changes, energy reform
Lawmakers could also act on a package of bills that would 
move Michigan’s May and August election dates. Under 
House Bills 5744-5747, sponsored by Rep. Aric Nesbitt 
(R-Porter Twp.), voters would head to the polls in March 
and June instead of May and August. The November election 
would remain unchanged. While the bills aren’t projected to 
have a fiscal impact on townships or other local units, there 
could be a cost to inform citizens of the change and potential 
conflict with board of review organizational meetings.

MTA is also keeping a close watch on a Senate package 
that would result in comprehensive energy reform. Senate 
Bills 437-438, sponsored by Sens. Mike Nofs (R-Battle 
Creek) and John Proos (R-St. Joseph Chtr. Twp.), would 
make several updates to the state’s energy policy, including 
eliminating the 2 percent spending cap on efficiency 
programs and offering incentives to utilities that reduce 
energy waste. The package will likely increase the current 
mandate of 10 percent of energy coming from renewable 
sources, such as wind and solar energy, by 2015, which 
Michigan has already met. Currently, it would create a 
goal for 35 percent of the state’s electric needs being met 
by renewable energy and waste reduction by 2025, with no 
enforcement language. It is possible that these bills could 
have an impact on local zoning. Energy officials and the 
Snyder administration are urging the Legislature to pass 
these bills before the end of the year.

OPEB, road funding, tax exemptions in the mix
While no bills have yet been introduced, state officials have 
discussed possible legislation that would mandate reform 
measures for all public pensions and other post-employment 
benefits (OPEB). Many counties and cities are facing 
debt in their pension programs, making it harder to keep 
their promises to retired employees. MTA is working with 
lawmakers and monitoring these discussions.

Gov. Rick Snyder’s administration and the Michigan 
Department of Transportation are also discussing a 
possible reform to the Public Act 51 transportation funding 
formula. While it is unclear if it will be taken up this 
year, conversations have begun on scrapping the existing 
formula and creating a new funding formula. Under the 

limited details provided, current PA 51 funded recipients 
would be held at their current funding levels with the new 
revenues being dispersed differently. Two of the main 
changes presented would base the new funding on miles 
of road versus population and would include bridges in 
the formula for the first time. Legislators have asked for 
additional information—including a comparison of the 
proposed funding with existing funding for their districts. 
The change will provide more funding for certain areas of the 
state while others would not see any increase as a result of 
the transportation reform enacted earlier this session by the 
Legislature. 

In addition to these issues, the Legislature is considering 
multiple bills that would create or expand property tax 
exemptions at the expense to local units of government.  
SB 570, sponsored by Sen. Peter MacGregor (R-Cannon 
Twp.), would provide a property tax exemption for 
sportsmen’s club property, as long as the club meets six 
specific conditions such as offering public education. SB 732, 
sponsored by Sen. Rick Jones (R-Oneida Chtr. Twp.),  
would exempt Masonic real and personal property from 
taxes if it’s used for Masonic purposes. And SB 6, sponsored 
by Sen. Dave Hildenbrand (R-Lowell Chtr. Twp.), would 
expand the already-existing property tax exemption for 
disabled veterans’ homestead property to also apply to both 
residential and agricultural real property. MTA opposes all 
three of these bills as local units will have to bear the cost of 
these exemptions.

Stay on top of the action
The Legislature could feasibly take up any issue over the next 
few weeks. It isn’t unusual for a major issue to be introduced 
and passed within days, often late at night with little 
discussion during the lame duck session. 

While MTA will continue to work closely with 
representatives and senators, YOUR voice is needed! Stay 
on top of the latest legislative action by reading MTA’s 
Township Insights weekly enewsletter and watching your 
inbox for emailed alerts. Talk to your lawmakers in these final 
days of session to ensure that the protection of townships and 
local control are at the forefront of the conversation.  
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Seeking input for MTA’s  
2017 legislative policy platform 
MTA member officials play an important role in shaping 
the Association’s legislative policy—both by voting on the 
MTA Legislative Policy Platform at the MTA Annual 
Meeting each year, and also by offering suggestions 
and input for consideration by MTA legislative policy 
committees.

For many years, the deadline for member officials, 
township boards and MTA County Chapters to submit 
input had been in the late summer, due to our January 
Annual Conference. However, as MTA transitions to 

a spring conference, 
beginning in 2017, the 
deadline for submissions 
has also shifted.

The deadline 
for submissions for 
consideration for MTA’s 
2017 Legislative Policy 
Platform by the MTA 
Legislative Policy and 
Resolutions Committee 
is Nov. 14. The policy 
platform will be 
presented for approval  

by the membership at the 2017 MTA Annual Meeting, 
which will be held Thursday, April 13, in conjunction with 
the 64th Annual MTA Educational Conference & Expo  
in Lansing. 

View MTA’s 2016 Policy Platform on MTA’s website, 
www.michigantownships.org, under the “Advocacy” tab.

Under the rules adopted by MTA’s Board of Directors, 
proposed policies must be submitted to MTA 150 days 
prior to the Annual Meeting—by Monday, Nov. 14, 2016. 
Proposed policies are reviewed by the committee for word 
selection and legality, and to ensure they conform with the 
Association’s overall goals and objectives. The resolutions 
will be printed in the March 2017 issue of Township Focus 
and will also be available at Conference.

Amendments at the Annual Meeting are permitted, 
provided the purpose and substance of the original 
resolution remain unaltered.

Resolutions may also be submitted from the floor at the 
Conference if they are first submitted to MTA Conference 
Headquarters by noon on Wednesday, April 12, 2017, the 
day before the Annual Meeting.

For more information, contact the MTA Government 
Relations Department at (517) 321-6467 or email 
legislation@michigantownships.org.

inside Lansing

MTA’s Political Action Committee (MTA-PAC) works 
to elect legislators who support local government 

and who will fight for townships in Lansing. 

There’s still time to become a 2016 PAC member.

Make a 
difference. 

Get involved. 
Send your contribution to:  
MTA-PAC, PO Box 80078  
Lansing, MI 48908-0078  

(Make checks payable to MTA-PAC)

Learn more—Contact your  
MTA District director today. 

(Find contact information under “My MTA,” then  
“Directories” on the members-only section of  

www.michigantonwtownships.org.)

You can make townships a  
more powerful force in Lansing.
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David Williamson, CPA
PSLZ, LLP, Plymouth financial forum

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.

experience
   knowledge
       integrity

Governmental Accounting

Auditing

Financial Consulting 
Services

             PSLZ, llp
Certified Public Accountants

1034 West Ann Arbor Trail
Plymouth, MI 48170

Ph. 734.453.8770        Fax. 734.453.0312

coming in significantly higher in a particular category, the 
overall integrity of the original budget can be maintained by 
amending both the specific budgeted revenue as well as the 
cost center appropriation with a pending overexpenditure. 
Finally, a cost center expenditure budget can be amended by 
reducing the fund balance expected to be carried forward to 
the subsequent fiscal year.

Are enterprise funds required 
to have an annual budget?
The township is not required to adopt an 
annual budget for enterprise, internal service, 

debt service and capital project funds. However, since many 
enterprise funds are used to post transactions of water 
or sewer service departments, a detailed budget may be 
desired by the township board to give the board control 
over the nature and level of department expenditures. The 
Department of Treasury recommends carefully planned, 
realistic and flexible budgets.

When must a charter township 
with a December fiscal year-
end adopt its annual budget?
Charter townships have the following time 

tables relative to budget adoption: 150 days prior to year-
end, township officers/department heads submit budgets to 
the supervisor; the supervisor prepares a complete itemized 
budget proposal and submits it to the township board not 
later than 120 days before the start of the fiscal year; and the 
public hearing on the proposed budget shall be held not later 
than Dec. 15 and the budget adopted not later than Dec. 31 
in the year preceding the calendar year covered by the budget.

Our auditor informed us that  
it is not sufficient to simply 
adopt the budget before we 
begin spending township 

funds. Can you clarify this?
The Uniform Budgeting and Accounting Act requires 
not only the approval of the budget, but also the actual 
appropriation of the amounts budgeted before any 
expenditure can lawfully take place (MCL 141.436). To 
adopt the budget, the township board must pass by roll call 
vote a budget resolution known as the general appropriations 
act for the general fund and all special revenue  funds. 
The general appropriations act must include the amounts 
appropriated by the township board to defray expenditures 
and meet liabilities for the ensuing fiscal year, plus a 
statement of estimated revenues, by source, in each fund for 
the ensuing fiscal year.

Toward the end of the fiscal 
year, our board reviews the 
township’s cost centers. If 
a cost center has exceeded 

its budget, we prepare a budget 
amendment to correct the situation. Is 
this acceptable?
The Uniform Budgeting and Accounting Act requires the 
township board to prepare a budget amendment as soon 
as it is apparent that a deviation from the original budget 
is necessary and the amount can be determined. The 
amendment must indicate each intended alteration in the 
purpose of each affected appropriation item. (MCL 141.437)

Some of our cost centers have 
expenditure needs over the 
amounts budgeted for them. 
Do we need to have unused 

amounts in a contingency cost center to 
amend the budget?
While many townships budget an amount in a contingency 
cost center, that is not the only resource available for a 
budget amendment. Amounts can also be transferred from 
a cost center that has expenditures significantly below the 
amounts budgeted. In addition, when revenues appear to be 
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What’s in  
your sign 
ordinance?

Until recently, anyone who wanted to place a sign in Hamburg 
Township (Livingston Co.) had to read through a complicated 
ordinance to figure out how to do it properly. 

Garage sale signs could be a certain size and placed in 
one location, while community event signs had different 
requirements. The ordinance was also ambiguous and left 
too much up to the discretion of township officials. So when 
Planning and Zoning Director Scott Pacheco, AICP, was 
hired, he knew it was time for an update.

Pacheco had already taken the idea to both the township 
board and the planning commission when a major court 
decision shook up the entire concept of municipal sign 
ordinances. The U.S. Supreme Court ruled that regulating 
signs based on their content—not just an ideological 

message, but even words such as “for sale”—might be a 
violation of the First Amendment right to free speech. 
From that point forward, all sign ordinances had to be 
content-neutral, in great measure meaning no signs can be 
regulated based on what they say. That meant that Hamburg 
Township’s sign ordinance—and, according to attorneys, 
most other local units of government—would need major 
changes.

Today, Hamburg Township is one of the first Michigan 
townships to approve what the board believes is a completely 
content-neutral sign ordinance. On Sept. 6, the board 
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For example, garage sale signs, political signs and real estate 
signs might all have their own set of requirements for their 
size and how long they can be displayed.

Courts have upheld ordinances that follow these 
guidelines, recognizing traffic safety, blight and even 
aesthetics as legitimate concerns for local units of 
government.

But signs are more than a land use issue. Signs are 
protected by the constitutional right to free speech because 
they express a message—even if that message is only the time 
and date of an event. Most townships and municipalities 
in general have taken the right to free speech to mean that 
one message can’t be treated less favorably than another, 
regardless of the religious, political or other sentiment it 
conveys.

Some violations are obvious—if your sign ordinance 
does not allow religious signs or bans certain political signs, 
that’s a clear First Amendment violation. But last year, a 
U.S. Supreme Court decision took the concept of “content 
neutrality” much further. The crux of the decision is this: If 
you must read a sign in order to determine if it’s permitted, 
there is a serious question of whether your sign ordinance 
is not content-neutral. That means if your township has 
different regulations for real estate, political or garage sale 
signs, you could be in violation.

The decision
In Gilbert, Ariz., a small church that met in elementary 
schools and other public buildings used temporary signs to 
advertise its services. The town’s sign ordinance did not allow 
outdoor signs without a permit but made an exception for 
23 different types of signs. One of these types was temporary 
directional signs. The ordinance required that temporary 
directional signs only be displayed for certain amounts of 
time before and after an event and must include the date of 
an event. Church members were responsible for making sure 
the signs were posted on Saturday and then taken down on 
Sunday afternoon. However, when the church failed to take 

approved an ordinance that attempts to strike the difficult 
balance of preventing sign clutter while also regulating solely 
by size, location and physical characteristics. It’s new territory 
for the township—and for local governments throughout 
Michigan and the United States.

Regulating signage is an important job for township 
planning and zoning officials, as well as the township board. 
Signs don’t just impact your township’s appearance—they 
can also affect safety. It’s up to your township to make  
sure signs are at a proper setback from the road and don’t 
distract drivers. But because of the 2015 U.S. Supreme  
Court decision—Reed vs. Town of Gilbert, Ariz.—virtually 
every township must now reconsider how it accomplishes  
this job. 

A group of attorneys is currently working to create a 
model ordinance or guidelines for municipalities—including 
MTA Legal Counsel Catherine Kaufman, attorney at 
Bauckham, Sparks, Thall, Seeber & Kaufman, PC. The  
group hopes to release some kind of guidance by the end 
of the year. Until then, townships should take another look 
at their sign ordinance and ask for assistance from their 
attorney. 

“It’s important for townships to understand that they need 
to look at their sign regulations and try to identify if they 
are content neutral,” Kaufman said. “They should ask for 
assistance from their township attorney or from a municipal 
attorney. It’s likely they’re going to need some changes.”

Keeping your township beautiful
Nonprofit organization Scenic Michigan has long advocated 
for the regulation of signs as a way to preserve a community’s 
appearance and character. Larry Keisling, a Scenic Michigan 
board member and former planning director for the City of 
Troy, believes that while signs are necessary, too many of 
them in one small area make a community look cluttered, 
whether it’s a downtown or a wooded countryside. If sign 
sizes and setbacks aren’t regulated, they can put drivers 
and pedestrians alike at risk. At the same time, businesses, 
nonprofits and anyone with an event to advertise count 
on signs to let the public know about their event or 
product. Signs are crucial in political campaigns. And some 
homeowners just like to place signs in their yard to convey a 
general message.

Most townships have some kind of sign ordinance, which 
is generally done through the township’s zoning, though it’s 
also possible to regulate by police power ordinance. The goal 
in most cases is to allow people, businesses and organizations 
to advertise and exercise their right to free speech while also 
keeping their township from being covered in out-of-control 
signage. Most ordinances control signs by setting limits on 
their size, height, location and setback from the road. 

While this sounds simple, sign ordinances tend to be 
complicated. It’s a common practice to categorize temporary 
signs by their content and then regulate them differently.  

What’s in  
your sign 
ordinance?

“It’s important for townships to 
understand that they need to look 
at their sign regulations and try 
to identify if they are content 
neutral. It’s likely they’re going to 
need some changes.”

—MTA Legal Counsel Catherine Kaufman,  
Attorney, Bauckham, Sparks, Thall,  

Seeber & Kaufman, PC
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It’s a common practice to categorize temporary signs by their content and 
then regulate them differently. For example, garage sale signs, political 
signs and real estate signs might all have their own set of requirements for 
their size and how long they can be displayed.

down the signs on time, the town’s sign code compliance 
manager cited the church, as well as for failure to display the 
date of the event.

Clyde Reed, the church’s pastor, filed a lawsuit claiming 
that the town abridged the church’s freedom of speech. The 
lawsuit started in the United States District Court for the 
District of Arizona and was eventually appealed all the way 
to the U.S. Supreme Court. 

At the heart of this issue is the level of scrutiny to which 
the court would subject a case, said Gerald Fisher, professor 
at Western Michigan University Cooley Law School. If 
speech regulation is not content neutral, it’s subject to the 
court’s highest level of scrutiny, called strict scrutiny. Under 
strict scrutiny, the burden is on the local unit of government 
to prove that the regulation involved is designed to achieve 
a compelling government objective. The local unit must also 
prove that the regulation is the least restrictive way to achieve 
that objective. Essentially, it’s the opposite of “innocent until 
proven guilty”—the local unit’s action is presumed to be 
unconstitutional unless it can prove otherwise. 

“If you think about all of that put together, it’s just 
unbelievable,” Fisher said. “The burden is really, really hard. 
The result is once a circumstance gets into strict scrutiny, the 
local government almost always loses.”

The court ruled that sign ordinances like the town of 
Gilbert’s are not content-neutral and therefore subject to 

strict scrutiny. This is the case regardless of the local unit’s 
motives or justifications. Under this strict scrutiny, the 
court ruled that there was no compelling interest for having 
different regulations for ideological, political and directional 
signs, including limits to their size and time period. This 
applies not just to temporary signs but also to commercial, 
business and residential signs.

“The sign code is content based on its face,” the court 
wrote in its ruling. “It defines the categories of temporary, 
political and ideological signs on the basis of their messages 
and then subjects each category to different restrictions. 
The restrictions applied thus depend entirely on the sign’s 
communicative content. Because the code, on its face, is 
a content-based regulation of speech, there is no need to 
consider the government’s justifications or purposes for 
enacting the code to determine whether it is subject to strict 
scrutiny.”

It’s important to note that the Supreme Court is 
considering the type of sign a form of content. According 
to the ruling, a sign ordinance that has regulations for 
different sign categories is considered content based. Even 
categorizing a sign based on the most basic words is a form 
of content-based regulation under the ruling. It does not 
matter if your township agrees or disagrees with a message. 
The question is whether your ordinance is content based “on 
its face.”

What is permissible?
The court ruling argues that local units of government 
can still enact effective sign laws that are content neutral. 
For example, they could regulate size, building materials, 
lighting, moving parts and portability. It’s also possible that 
they could ban postings on public property, as long as this 
was done in a content-neutral manner. The Reed opinion 
notes that signs might survive strict scrutiny if an ordinance 
is designed to protect the safety of pedestrians, drivers and 
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If you are a planner, local o�cial, municipal attorney, 
zoning administrator, or citizen involved in sign 
ordinances, you must have this guidebook!

Learn about:
•   Principles of good signage
•   Signage and community character
•   Developing defensible sign controls
•   Regulating digital signs, billboards, temporary

signs, political signs, and many more 

Purchase your 
Michigan Sign Guidebook for $35

online at www.scenicmichigan.org

The most important Michigan Sign 
Regulation Guidebook in 20 years!

passengers, such as warning signs marking hazards on private 
property or signs directing traffic.

“It becomes pretty clear that what communities need 
to strive for is regulating in a way that will not be content 
related but instead be content neutral,” Fisher said. “That’s 
going to be one of the big hurdles that will need to be 
accomplished.”

Justice Samuel Alito wrote a concurring opinion that 
outlines a specific list of possible rules that townships and 
other local units of government could use to regulate signs 
in what the court has found to be a content-neutral way. For 
example, your township could prohibit lighted or electronic 
signs with messages that change, or limit where such signs 
can be located. Size and location can still be regulated, and 
rules that distinguish between freestanding signs and those 
attached to buildings are allowed. Your township could 
even restrict the total number of signs allowed per mile of 
roadway. (See sidebar article on page 22 for the complete list from 
Alito’s opinion.)

Alito also pointed out in his opinion that government 
entities may also put up their own signs if they’re consistent 
with the principles that allow government speech. “Properly 
understood, today’s decision will not prevent cities from 
regulating signs in a way that fully protects public safety 
and serves legitimate esthetic objectives,” Alito wrote in his 
opinion.

What does it mean for you?
In a way, the U.S. Supreme Court ruling takes a notoriously 
complicated ordinance for townships and simplifies it. Your 
ordinance can no longer include a laundry list of subject-
matter sign types with different size, height, location and 
time requirements for each of them. 

But what exactly does this look like for townships? So far, 
that’s still a work in progress. There are no model ordinances 
yet, and Kaufman’s group is in the process of putting together 
guidelines to help municipal attorneys draft ordinances. Most 
municipalities are waiting on a major overhaul of their sign 
ordinance until the guidance is released.

Hamburg Township, however, had an advantage— 
Pacheco already had experience with content-neutral sign 
ordinances. As a planner in California, he helped put 
together a sign ordinance that met those very requirements.

The township’s old ordinance included categories of signs 
such as construction, directional, temporary community 
events and garage sales. The new ordinance approved by the 
Hamburg Township board instead categorizes signs based on 
their physical characteristics, such as awning signs, animated 
signs, decorative displays and electronic display signs. Each 
type of sign is clearly defined and includes a picture of 
examples to help avoid confusion. 

The new ordinance outlines general conditions and design 
criteria that all signs must meet, many of which are meant 
to help protect public safety. Signs cannot restrict the view 
of motorists, for example, and they can’t be located where 

they would keep people from escaping from a door, window 
or fire escape in case of an emergency. Other guidelines take 
aesthetics into consideration, such as only allowing signs 
in vacant lots under certain circumstances outlined in the 
ordinance. No signs can purposely distract drivers from the 
road, signs with messages that change cannot flash messages 
faster than once every 10 seconds, and illuminated signs  
can’t be lit after 10 p.m. or half an hour after the use of the 
site ends. 

All of these regulations help to protect the welfare and 
character of the community, and you don’t have to read a 
sign to enforce them.

Hamburg Township chose not to place limits on the 
number of signs allowed in an area, even though it’s 
permitted by the Supreme Court ruling. Keeping track 
of whose sign was placed first would be complicated and 
difficult to prove, Pacheco said. 

“What we tried to do was keep the sizes and the 
requirements of the original ordinance, and just get rid  
of the content-based regulations,” Pacheco said.

As a planner, Keisling said he has recommended 
eliminating content-based policies from sign ordinances for 
more than 14 years, as indicated in the Scenic Michigan 
report, Recommended Elements of a Sign Ordinance. He advises 
local units to allow everyone to have a sign, for better or 
worse, and simply control the size, height and location. 
Even in residential areas, he recommends allowing signs but 
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restricting a maximum area and height. By only regulating 
the location, size, physical characteristics, setbacks from the 
road and spacing, your township can still avoid clutter and 
protect drivers and pedestrians from potential hazards. 

Keisling and Fisher both suggest avoiding any kind of 
yard sign regulations that could be even remotely construed 
as content-based. Many yard signs are ideological—whether 
political, religious or otherwise—and could land your 
township in trouble if the homeowner feels targeted due to 
his or her beliefs. 

Planning is key
Considering the helpful suggestions provide in Justice Alito’s 
concurring opinion in Reed, there may well be circumstances  
in which a township could regulate content and still prove 
that it was due to a compelling interest, though this would 
be very hard to do, Fisher said. If your township can prove 
that the predominant reason for regulating a sign has nothing 
to do with the speech, and the speech just happens to be 
coincidentally impacted, it’s possible you could win if the 
issue was taken to court. 

“What this case did that made things more difficult is 
it said, we’re not just going to accept a statement from the 
government that what they’re doing is important,” Fisher 
said. “We’re really going to have to look at it and make the 
decision.”

Experts recommend that township sign ordinances avoid any kind of 
yard sign regulations that could be even remotely construed as content-
based. Many yard signs are ideological—whether political, religious or 
otherwise—and could land your township in trouble if the homeowner feels 
targeted due to his or her beliefs. 

Possible sign regulations
The 2015 U.S. Supreme Court decision, Reed vs. Town of 

Gilbert, Ariz., greatly impacted how townships can regulate 
signs in their communities. In a concurring opinion,  
U.S. Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito provided local 
units of government with a detailed list of possible ways 
in which they may regulate signs without basing those 
regulations on content. While it is not a comprehensive list, 
the following are a few possible ways to regulate signs.

• Rules regulating the size of signs. These rules may 
distinguish among signs based on any content-neutral 
criteria, including any relevant criteria listed below.

• Rules regulating the locations in which signs may be 
placed. These rules may distinguish between free-
standing signs and those attached to buildings.

• Rules distinguishing between lighted and unlighted 
signs.

• Rules distinguishing between signs with fixed 
messages and electronic signs with messages that 
change.

• Rules that distinguish between the placement of signs 
on private and public property.

• Rules distinguishing between the placement of signs 
on commercial and residential property.

• Rules distinguishing between on-premises and off-
premises signs.

• Rules restricting the total number of signs allowed per 
mile of roadway.

• Rules imposing time restrictions on signs advertising 
a one-time event. Rules of this nature do not 
discriminate based on topic or subject and are akin to 
rules restricting the times within which oral speech or 
music is allowed.
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Bethany Mauger,  
MTA Staff Writer 
 

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 
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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.
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Having an updated township master plan is crucial to 
proving a compelling interest, Fisher said. The court has 
recognized that protecting traffic safety, maintaining property 
values and identifying buildings for fire departments are all 
important objectives. If these objectives are clearly spelled 
out in your master plan, it will be easier to prove that the 
township is seeking to achieve important non-speech 
objectives.

At this point, it’s unclear whether aesthetics alone are 
enough to defend a sign ordinance accused of being content-
based. Experts lean toward avoiding this as a defense and 
waiting on guidance as more communities overhaul their 
zoning ordinances and encounter issues. Your township  
can still go a long way toward protecting its appearance  
and character by banning certain types of signs, regardless 
of their content. For example, Hamburg Township does not 
allow roof signs or animated signs with moving mechanical 
parts.

Can any content be regulated?
While profanity is still a protected form of speech, obscenity 
is not. Hamburg Township included in its ordinance 
a statement prohibiting any signs that include obscene 
material, whether it’s statements, words or pictures. 
However, the court does have a complicated test in order to 
determine if an expression is obscene or merely profane.

Where do townships go from here?
Kaufman urges townships to contact their attorney about 
enforcing their ordinances. It’s also a good idea to start 
analyzing your sign ordinance and looking for problem areas. 
Set any of your township’s intentions and your background 
knowledge aside and consider each aspect of your ordinance 
at its face value. Does your ordinance require you to read a 
sign in order to enforce it? If the answer is yes, that part of 
your ordinance might need to be rewritten.

The basic principles of sign regulation must be 
reconsidered. However, location and physical characteristics 
such as height, size, setbacks and lighting are all fair game 
for regulation. But your township should take extra care to 
ensure that nothing in your ordinance is based on content—
and that every rule and restriction is there for a defensible 
purpose.



 

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

upcoming MTA workshop
REGISTRATION INFORMATION

Township Finances
Oversight of township finances is a fundamental statutory duty of township 
boards. However, good governance demands that every township board 
exercise effective oversight of all township assets, including all human and 
physical resources. 

Explore in depth how township boards can achieve a greater degree of control 
over the township’s financial position and assure that resources are directed to 
address the township’s highest and greatest needs. This insightful workshop 
will focus on:

• The board’s role in establishing a powerful budgeting process.
• What every board needs to do to protect the township’s financial assets.
• How to determine the correct amount of township financial reserves.
• The early warning signs of potential financial problems.
• How great township boards spend their time at meetings.

T o w n s h i p  F i n a n c e s  R e g i s t r a t i o n  F o r m

  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.

_________________________________________________________________________
 Township                                                                                      County

_________________________________________________________________________
 Telephone                                                                                     Email Address 

_________________________________________________________________________
Name & Title 

_________________________________________________________________________
Name & Title 

r  REGULAR rate*: $145  For paid registrations received after Nov. 4.

r  EARLY-BIRD rate*: $125  For paid registrations received by Nov. 4.

Save $20/person by registering early! 

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

*Rate applies to MTA members. Non-members, call for rates.
U.P. candidates, please call MTA for arrangements.

Cancellation & Substitution 
Written cancellation requests received at the MTA office by Nov. 4 
will receive a full refund. No refunds will be issued thereafter. 
You may substitute another individual from your township 
without incurring a charge; please notify MTA of the change. 
Scholarship funds are not subject to substitution.

This course is part of MTA’s Township 
Governance Academy (TGA), a voluntary 
credentialing program exclusively for 
township officials.

Courses are open to all members; you do 
NOT have to be enrolled in TGA to attend.

Bringing learning to a new level!
TGA content is designed to give board members 

the knowledge and skills necessary to make effective 
decisions that benefit their township. Courses offer new 
ideas, share “best practices” in township government 
and provide a hands-on approach to help you deal more 
effectively with everyday issues your board faces. The 
program is designed to professionally challenge you and 
enhance your experience serving as an elected official.

Event Details
Friday, November 18

Prince Conference Center  
at Calvin College in Grand Rapids

8 a.m.
Registration & continental breakfast

9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.
Township Finances course

 (F-103; 6 credits)
Includes networking lunch served at noon.

November 18 at Prince Conference Center  
at Calvin College in Grand Rapids



REGISTRATION INFORMATION

Treasurers’ Guide to Tax Collection
Whether you are a seasoned treasurer, newly elected or anything 
in between, this workshop is a must! Collecting property taxes is a 
highly visible function of the township treasurer’s office. It comes 
with significant responsibility not only for the large amount of money 
collected but also for compliance with the General Property Tax Act.
This full-day event includes discussions on: 
• Getting started
• Preparation of the tax bill
• Summer taxes
• Winter taxes
• Accounting for and disbursement of collections
• Settlement
• Delinquent personal property tax

In addition to discussion on applicable laws, “best practices” will also be reviewed. Opportunities to ask questions will occur 
throughout the day. This workshop is also appropriate for deputy treasurers and any employee who has some responsibility in the 
property tax collection process. Registration and continental breakfast begin at 8:30 a.m.; class is held from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m.

Continue the learning process
The registration fee* includes lunch and all handout materials. Attendees may 
also purchase MTA’s newly revised Treasurer’s Guide to Township Government—
an essential resource for all township treasurers in Michigan—at the discounted 
rate* of $31.50 when registering for the class. Pre-purchased books will be 
distributed at check-in. Additional books will be available for purchase on-site 
while supplies last.

Cancellations & Substitutions
Written cancellation requests received at the MTA office by Nov. 14 will receive a full refund. No refunds will be issued thereafter. You may switch 
locations at no charge if you notify MTA of the change at least one week prior to the workshop; otherwise, a $25/person fee will be assessed. You may 
substitute another individual from your township without incurring a charge; please notify MTA of the change.

T a x  C o l l e c t i o n  R e g i s t r a t i o n  F o r m

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

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

                        -                  -                   -                        

  Card #                                                                                            Expires

  Print Card Holder’s Name                                                             Signature

/

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

upcoming MTA workshop

Which location will you attend?
r  Nov. 21: Grayling r  Nov. 28: Marquette
r  Nov. 22: Kalamazoo r  Nov. 30: Frankenmuth

r  REGULAR rate*: $121  For paid registrations received after Nov. 14.

r  EARLY-BIRD rate*: $101  For paid registrations received by Nov. 14.

 ______ (# registered)   x   $_______ (rate*)                     =  $_________ 
 
 ______ (# of Treasurer’s Guides)  x  ($31.50/book*)  =   $_________ 

                                      AMOUNT ENCLOSED              =    $_________ 
  

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

_________________________________________________________
Township                                                              County

_________________________________________________________  
Telephone                                                             Email Address

_________________________________________________________
Name & Title                                                       r Purchase guidebook           

_________________________________________________________
Name & Title                                                       r Purchase guidebook                    

_________________________________________________________
Name & Title                                                       r Purchase guidebook                              

Dates & Locations:
Nov. 21: Ramada Inn, Grayling

Nov. 22: Fetzer Center, Kalamazoo

Nov. 28: Community Center, Marquette Charter Township

Nov. 30: Bavarian Inn Lodge, Frankenmuth



REGISTRATION INFORMATION

New Officials Training
As a new township official, you’ll learn a lot over the next four years,  
but there’s no way you can learn it all at once. MTA’s three-part  
New Officials Training series delivers essential information as you  
need it and when you can make the best use of it. Targeted to ALL  
new officials, Part 1: Getting Started Right, is specifically designed to  
introduce you to what you need to know as you attend your first  
board meetings and take on your administrative duties. 

What is township government and how do you fit into it?

What are the crucial functions you need to perform 
right now for your specific office?

How can you bring fresh perspectives to the board, 
while valuing the work of veteran board members and staff?

Topics discussed in the morning general session include:
• Township Overview: structure, authority, mandated functions and 

administration
• Intergovernmental Relations: local, regional, state and federal  

agencies, as well as planning and economic development
• Permissive Functions: land use, public safety, roads and others
• New Official Survival Skills: panel discussion with veteran township 

officials
Individual breakout sessions will be held in the afternoon:
• Clerks: records, minutes, notices, financial administration and  

reporting, accounts payable, elections and cemeteries
• Supervisors: meeting management, ordinances, lawful expenditures, 

budgets, township administration, overseeing assessing and risk 
management

• Treasurers: financial administration, internal controls and reporting, 
types of financial institutions and investments townships may use, 
receiving/receipting money, and other tax collecting responsibilities

• Trustees: evaluating the township’s financial position, creating and 
maintaining a township culture of ethical excellence, how to be a 
servant-leader and other watchdog responsibilities

N e w  O f f i c i a l s  T r a i n i n g  R e g i s t r a t i o n  F o r m

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

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

                        -                  -                   -                        

  Card #                                                                                            Expires

  Print Card Holder’s Name                                                             Signature

/

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

upcoming MTA workshop

Cancellations & Substitutions: Written cancellation requests received at the 
MTA office two weeks prior to the workshop date will receive a full refund. No refunds 
will be issued thereafter. You may switch workshop locations at no charge if you notify 
MTA of the change at least one week prior to the workshop; otherwise, a $25/person 
fee will be assessed. You may substitute another individual from your township for your 
registration at any time without incurring a charge; please notify MTA of the change. 

  ____________________________________________________
  Township                                                                County

  ____________________________________________________
  Telephone                                                               Email Address

  ____________________________________________________
  Name & Title                               Purchase books: r Basic   r Essential

  ____________________________________________________
  Name & Title                               Purchase books: r Basic   r Essential

  ____________________________________________________
  Name & Title                               Purchase books: r Basic   r Essential

Add-on Options:
MTA’s publication packages—available at discounted rates!—are a must-have 
for new officials, allowing you to take home resources and access information 
whenever you need it. Individual books will be sold on-site, while supplies last.

OPTION 1: Township Basics Kit 
Guide to Township Government (specific to your office), Authorities and 
Responsibilities of Michigan Township Officials, Boards and Commissions, and 
Introduction to Township Board Meetings ($80 discounted rate; regularly $93)

OPTION 2: Township Essentials Collection 
Includes resources offered in the Township Basics Kit PLUS Building a Better 
Budget (includes CD), Introduction to FOIA, The Township Guide to Planning 
& Zoning and Policy Matters! ($198 discounted rate; regularly $230)

Please check the date/location you will attend:

r Dec. 13:  Port Huron  r Jan. 11: Houghton  r Jan. 19: Kalamazoo
r Dec. 14:  Frankenmuth  r Jan. 12: Harris  r Jan. 20: Ann Arbor
r Dec. 15:  Mt. Pleasant  r Jan. 13: Sault Ste. Marie  r Jan. 24: West Branch
r Dec. 16:  Lansing  r Jan. 17: Thompsonville  r Jan. 25: Gaylord
  r Jan. 18: Muskegon  r Jan. 26: Alpena

Early-bird
Rate*

$229

$149

$347

Regular
Rate*

x 

TOTAL  # of People
  Registered

=

=x $249

$169Per person 
No books included

Per person 
Includes Basics  
book kit

Per person 
Includes Essentials 
book collection

$367 =x 

*To qualify for early-bird rates, paid registrations must be received at the MTA office  
at least one week prior to the event. Rates apply to MTA members; non-members,  
call MTA for rates.



Popular webcasts include: 
Assessment & Taxation
• Taxation Trouble Spots
• Assessing Oversight: The Process
• Fundamentals of Assessment & Taxation

Board Essentials
• Anatomy of a Township
• Effectively Exercising Board Authority
• Meeting Misconceptions
• Secrets Behind Great Board Meetings

Township Governance Academy
• At Your Service: Meeting Township Needs 
• How Boards Make Decisions
• Land Use: Defining Your Township’s Future 
• Making Meetings Work More Effectively
• Managing Human Resources & Volunteers
• Strategic Planning

Financial
• Exploring Revenue Sources
• Introduction to Millage Questions
• Special Assessment Procedures
• Spending Public Money
• Who Gets Paid What ... and How?

Planning & Zoning
• Introduction to Planning & Zoning
• Roles & Functions of the ZBA
• Writing, Adopting & Enforcing Ordinances

MTA is grateful for the opportunity to educate 
Michigan’s township officials and decision-
makers. To show our appreciation, we are 
offering a discount on all webcasts this 
November! This is just MTA’s way of thanking 
township officials for their dedication to 
professional development. 

MTA webcasts deliver training over the 
Internet—straight to your township hall, office, 
local library, even your home. Eliminate 
travel costs and schedule conflicts with this 
convenient, affordable option that delivers 
education directly to your desktop.

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).  

Get 50% off ALL 
MTA webcasts in 

November!
Promo code: thanks

thanks
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Can (or should) employers regulate 
employee conduct outside of work?

Employers routinely discipline and terminate employees for employee 
conduct that takes place in the workplace. Can (or should) a township, 
as an employer, discipline or terminate an employee for employee 

conduct that takes place outside of the workplace? 

Generally, if an employer hires an employee in Michigan 
for an indefinite period of time, the law presumes that the 
employer may terminate the employee for any reason, or 
no reason, so long as it is not an unlawful reason. This is 
known as “at will” employment. However, an employer 
cannot and should not always terminate an “at will” employee 
for unwanted employee conduct that takes place outside of 
the workplace. Under the National Labor Relations Act 
(NLRA), covered employees have the right to engage in 
“concerted activity” outside of the workplace for mutual 
aid and protection. For example, an employer should not 
terminate an employee for participating in a discussion with 
other employees outside of the workplace regarding their 
work conditions, wages or hours. Often these discussions 
take place on social media. Additionally, an employer should 
review any applicable employment agreement, collective 
bargaining agreement and employee handbook, as well as 
the past treatment of similarly situated employees, before 
terminating an employee for unwanted conduct outside of 
workplace.

Employers may lawfully terminate an employee based 
upon a criminal conviction for conduct outside of the 

workplace. Importantly, the Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission warns employers that a blanket policy of 
terminating employees for any criminal conviction may 
be unlawful if the policy has a disparate impact on groups 
protected by Title VII of the Civil Rights Act. Accordingly, 
termination decisions should be made on a case-by-case 
basis. The employer should first consider whether the 
conduct at issue is job-related and consistent with business 
necessity. Employers should analyze the nature and gravity 
of the offense or conduct, the time that has passed since the 
conviction, and the nature of the employee’s job.

Sometimes employers should terminate an employee 
for misconduct outside of the workplace. For example, an 
employer may be held liable for sexual harassment of an 
employee by an individual in a supervisory position, or a 
sexually hostile work environment created by co-workers, 
even if the misconduct takes place outside of the four walls 
of the workplace and regular work hours, such as at social 
events. If the sexual misconduct unquestionably takes place 
outside of the work environment, nevertheless, in some 
cases, an employer could be held liable based upon the 
consequences of that misconduct in the workplace. 
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What Color is 
Your Flag?
MERS helps your employees prepare 
for a financially secure retirement.
With online tools and customizable reports, MERS provides your 
employees with a clear picture of where they stand on the path 
towards retirement and suggestions to keep them on target. 

Contact MERS to learn more. www.mersofmich.com

RETIREMENT READINESS

Romantic relationships between co-workers outside of the 
workplace may start as consensual, but end in accusations of 
unwanted sexual harassment in the workplace. Consider adopt-
ing a written anti-fraternization policy, such as prohibiting all 
supervisor-subordinate romantic relationships, or requiring 
employees to notify the employer of the relationship so that the 
employer may place the employees in different departments.

As a general matter, employers may prohibit moonlighting 
or outside work that competes with the employer’s business. 
An employer may prohibit an employee from outside work 
while taking leave pursuant to the Family Medical Leave 
Act as long as the policy is uniformly applied to all kinds 
of leave. Such prohibitions may hurt employee morale and 
recruitment, especially where the outside employment does 
not hurt the employer. A well-drafted policy in the employee 
handbook can adequately and fairly address these issues.

Some worker activities outside of regular hours and 
locations benefit the employer. For example, an employee 
may routinely read and respond to work email and make 
work-related calls outside of the office and regular business 
hours. Under the Fair Labor Standards Act, if the worker 
is not exempt from federal minimum wage and overtime 
requirements, the employer must compensate the employee 
for such work time that benefits the employer, unless the 
work is “de minimis” [ie, an insignificantly small amount].  
In the appropriate circumstances, an employer should adopt 
and enforce a written policy requiring employees to keep 
records of such work time or limiting work performed  
outside of traditional work hours and locations.

Public employers—like townships—must navigate 
additional laws that do not typically apply to private 
employers. The Michigan Public Employment Relations Act 
protects covered public employees from adverse employment 
actions for engaging in lawful “concerted activity” outside 
of the workplace much like the NLRA does for private 
employees. Public employers must also be careful not to 
terminate or discipline an employee for exercising his or 
her First Amendment right to speak as a private citizen 
on a matter of public concern outside of work, unless the 
employer’s interest in workplace efficiency, discipline or 
harmony outweighs the employee’s First Amendment right. 
If confronted with this issue, a township should consult its 
attorney before making a disciplinary decision. 

There is no single law that sets out an employer’s rights or 
liabilities in connection with employee conduct outside of the 
workplace. Townships should contact their legal counsel with 
questions about which laws may apply or to discuss adopting 
written policies to address these issues.

Karl Butterer, Attorney 
Foster Swift Collins & Smith, PC, Grand Rapids 
 
For additional information, call (616) 726-2212,  
email kbutterer@fosterswift.com, or visit  
www.fosterswift.com. 
 Reprinted with permission.
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Inspiring tomorrow’s 
local leaders 
MTA awards Robinson Scholarships

Two Michigan students with aspirations of working in municipal 
management are the 2016 recipients of MTA’s Robert R. Robinson 
Memorial Scholarship. The scholarship is awarded to a junior, senior or 

graduate student enrolled at a Michigan college or university who is pursuing a 
career in local government.

Serving his community, fighting an epidemic
Clinton Charter Township (Macomb Co.) resident 
Darwin Roche has set his sights on one day becoming a 
municipal manager of a Michigan community. He’s working 
toward that goal by pursuing a master’s degree in public 
administration at Eastern Michigan University (EMU).

Dr. Barbara Patrick, EMU associate professor of political 
science, called Roche “a very hard-working, ambitious 
student with great potential for future leadership” in her 
letter of recommendation. “His pristine work ethic and 
ambition is shown in the fact that he always showed up for 
class on time, well prepared and ready to work,” she said.  

“I have no doubt that Darwin can and will succeed at 
whatever he puts his mind to do.”

But Roche isn’t waiting until graduation day to get 
involved with local government. He’s already served on 
multiple boards in Clinton Charter Township, including the 
Cultural Diversity Committee and the Police Millage Citizen 
Advisory Board. The Clinton Charter Township Board 
of Trustees noted his service in its resolution supporting 
Roche’s application for the MTA scholarship.

Roche is an avid volunteer, coaching in both Little League 
and Upward Bound Basketball programs in his community. 
He also spends time working with grieving children as an 



township focus  |  NOVEMBER 2016   31 

assistant program facilitator at the Henry Ford Hospital 
Hospice Sandcastles program. 

Roche is passionate about ending the opioid addiction 
epidemic that is plaguing families and communities across 
the nation. He’s dedicated himself to serving as a chair for 
Mothers Against Drunk Drivers on the Monthly Victim 
Impact Panel in Mt. Clemens. In his scholarship essay, he 
described opioid and heroin abuse as a public health crisis, 
explaining its origin and how the pain treatment industry  
has escalated the problem. In the past 13 years, the number 
of people dying from heroin overdoses increased by  
238 percent, Roche wrote. The growing issue impacts law 
enforcement and the medical field, and is something that 
local governments must grapple with as well. 

“This situation has crippled many local governments as 
they struggle to decide to treat heroin addiction as a medical 
or a legal problem,” he said.

A love for local government
One taste of public service was all it took for Meggan Brown 
to know it was her passion. The Oakland Charter Township 
(Oakland Co.) assistant clerk is studying to earn a master’s 
in public administration at Oakland University, with a 
concentration in local government management. One day, 
she hopes to become an assistant manager for a small or mid-
sized community.

Brown has already immersed herself in organizations to 
help sharpen her skills in local government issues, including 
the Oakland County Clerks Association and the Michigan 
Association of Municipal Clerks. In her job as assistant 
clerk, she’s known to be “consistently pleasant, professional, 
and dedicated to the residents and the township she serves,” 
township Deputy Clerk Cari Neubeck said in a letter of 
recommendation. “She always carries out her responsibilities 
and duties in the office in a highly capable manner, and 
often goes out of her way to assist the residents and others to 
answer their questions or concerns.” 

The Oakland Charter Township Board of Trustees also 
adopted a resolution supporting Brown’s application for 
MTA’s scholarship.

Brown knows from her township experience that rising 
legacy costs and cuts to revenue sharing are all major 

issues for local governments. These increased costs and 
decreased funding have resulted in cuts to valuable services 
for residents. While there could be options for making up 
the funding, most of them—such as reducing spending or 
increasing taxes—are widely unpopular, Brown stated in her 
scholarship application essay.

Meanwhile, Brown said, townships and other local units 
are facing deteriorating infrastructure, with more than a third 
of Michigan roads being listed in poor condition. Many 
townships already use funds to help improve their roads, 
even though they are not required by law to do so. And as 
data breaches are on the rise, cybersecurity is also becoming 
a concern for more and more local units. Brown pointed 
out in her essay that according to Tressler, a nationally 
recognized cyber liability company, local governments are 
increasingly becoming a target for cyberattacks, with hackers 
breaching tax information, marriage licenses and property 
tax information. However, because of budget constraints, 
most local units are spending less than 5 percent of their 
information technology dollars on cybersecurity, compared to 
10 percent in commercial businesses.

“Local governments are facing a wide range of challenging 
issues today,” Brown wrote in her essay. “Rising legacy costs, 
cuts to revenue sharing, deteriorating infrastructure and 
threats to cybersecurity are major challenges to overcome. In 
order to address these issues, local governments must make 
difficult decisions so that they can best serve their citizens.”

Brown’s understanding and command of local government 
issues was recognized by Associate Professor Douglas Carr in a 
glowing letter of recommendation. “Ms. Brown is a committed 
and accomplished student, and she has demonstrated her 
ability to apply public administration concepts to local 
governments in the metro Detroit area,” Carr said.

Inspiring future leaders
As MTA’s second executive director, Robert R. Robinson 
was dedicated to townships and to furthering the form of 
government closest to the people. Awarding the endowment 
each year in his name helps to ensure that Michigan’s 
future local leaders continue to value and protect township 
government and the Michigan residents it serves.

Learn more about the scholarship on MTA’s website, at 
www.michigantownships.org/scholarship.asp. 

Trusted professionals delivering America’s infrastructure solutions 

Engineering l Landscape Architecture  
Operations l Planning l Sciences l Surveying 

800.482.2864 l www.wadetrim.com

www.MannikSmithGroup.com

Civil | Structural Design
Planning | Landscape Architecture
Funding Assistance
Environmental 
Geotechnical
Construction Support
Surveying 

MONROE · CANTON · LANSING · DETROIT · TRAVERSE CITY 
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aroundthestate

Brownstown Charter Township  
(Wayne Co.), one of Michigan’s original 
nine townships, has grown from a farming 

community in the 1880s into a bustling business 
hub with welcoming neighborhoods today. The 
township was officially organized in 1827, when Moses 
Roberts was elected as its first supervisor. 

The 30.5 square-mile Brownstown Charter Township 
is part of the Metro Detroit area known as “downriver.” 
Among the many varied types of residences are luxury 
apartments, starter homes, condominiums, Del-Webb senior 
community and beautiful established neighborhoods. The 
township’s population has increased 30 percent in the past 
decade. The full-time police and fire departments ensure that 
the community is among the safest in the downriver area.

The township is business-friendly, with pro-growth policies 
and programs. More than 400 businesses are thriving in the 
township, including Henry Ford Health Systems, Amazon, 
Chevy Volt Battery Plant, Michigan CAT and Reino Linen. 

One of the most exciting developments in the township 
is the Brownstown Town Center. Currently in development, 
the 175,000-square-foot retail center includes an investment 
of more than $16 million. The Town Center also includes 
a 115-unit luxury apartment complex and another 120-unit 

Brownstown Charter Township

complex across the street. The final phase of 55-plus homes 
for senior members of the community is near completion. 

The township offers many recreational activities. One of 
the jewels is Lake Erie Metropark, situated at the mouth of 
the Huron River on Lake Erie. Along with three miles of 
shoreline, the park’s amenities include a wave pool, 18-hole 
golf course, boat launches, a marina, and the Marshland 
Museum and Nature Center. 

One of the township’s largest investments has been the  
$7 million recreation campus that includes two dog parks, 
tennis courts, and an event center with an outdoor stage. The 
parks and recreation department offers a series of Movies and 
Concerts in the Park each summer. The splash park and newly 
renovated Thorn Park playground, with age appropriate play 
areas, is a highlight of the recreation campus. The parks and 
recreation department also has a full slate of programs for 
every age group. The downtown development authority hosts 
a farmers market each week during the summer. 

Brownstown Charter Township has grown tremendously 
over the past few decades and looks forward to a bright future!

Expo   



2017 ConferEnce & Expo   
April 10-13 ∙ Lansing

MTA's Annual Conference 
& Expo comes to the 
Capital City this April!

Beginning in 2017, the MTA Conference is moving 
to the spring! Come Together April 10-13 at the 

Lansing Center to hear how township leaders can 
Learn Together, Work Together and Grow Together 

to make a difference in their communities. 

The registration brochure appears in the January issue 
of Township Focus. Registration opens Jan. 4; 

housing reservations open Jan. 17. 
Learn more at www.michigantownships.org.



New and Improved
To get a proposal for your property and liability coverage or for more information,
call us today at 1(800)783-1370 or visit our website at www.theparplan.com.


