
When facts don’t matter
page 3

Township treasure goes bump  
in the night
page 22

Inspiring tomorrow’s local leaders
page 24

Township
Michigan Focus

OCTOBER 2017

O F F I C I A L  P U B L I C A T I O N  O F  T H E  M I C H I G A N  T O W N S H I P S  A S S O C I A T I O N

Home sweet home 
Inside Michigan’s  

housing crisis



As a Public Servant, you work to provide outstanding service to others in your community. You deserve 
the same treatment from your insurance and employee benefits provider. You can count on us to deliver 
the products, service and support you expect and deserve.  

Since 1966, Burnham & Flower Insurance Group has specialized in Michigan townships and understands
your unique coverage needs. We are your single source for Group Benefits, Property & Liability, and
Group/Individual Retirement Planning. In addition to comprehensive coverages, we provide risk
management services, employee education, onsite reviews, online enrollment, 24/7 access to each
employee’s benefits information, and much more.

You Serve Others. We Serve You.

Burnham&Flower
I N S U R A N C E  G R O U P

Serving Michigan Townships Since 1966

315 South Kalamazoo Mall  •  Kalamazoo, MI  49007  •  800.748.0554  •  www.bfgroup.com 

Securities offered through Harbour Investments, Inc.  Member FINRA/SIPC.

Investments
Public Act 106 & 152
Compliance

Third Party 
Administration

GASB
74/75

Retirement
Planning

Group
Health
Benefits

Property &
Liability

Insurance and Employee
Benefits can seem like a
complicated puzzle. At
Burnham & Flower Insurance
Group, we help you put 
together all the pieces.

Scholarship
Sponsor



township focus  |  OCTOBER 2017   1 

12 Inside Michigan’s housing crisis
 Experts say Michigan has a housing shortage near crisis levels, and there’s  
 no end in sight. Whether it’s streamlining your approval process, or simply  
 leading your residents to adopt a pro-growth attitude, your township can be  
 part of the solution to Michigan’s housing shortage.

22 Township treasure goes bump in the night
 The question, “Is it haunted?” is a common one when people ask about  
 the restored Felt Mansion in Laketown Township (Allegan Co.). The township  
 isn’t shying away from the mansion’s ghostly reputation—in fact, they’re  
 embracing it.  

24 Inspiring tomorrow’s local leaders
 Two students aspiring to a career in local government management  
 recently received MTA’s 2017 Robert R. Robinson Scholarship.
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Larry Merrill
MTA Executive Directorlocal view

When facts don’t matter

At last April’s MTA Annual Educational Conference, 
themed “Come Together,” I remarked at the Opening 
Session that though we seem to be a country deeply 

divided, Americans share fundamental values that might 
provide starting points for dialogue and consensus on 

a variety of divisive issues. I 
shared University of Michigan 
Professor Wayne Baker’s 10 core 
American values: respect; freedom; 
security; equal opportunity; getting 
ahead; pursuit of happiness; justice 
and fairness; self-reliance and 
individualism; patriotism that 
criticizes to improve government; and 
patriotism that honors our country’s 
symbols.

These values also play a role in 
how people frame a variety of emotion-laden township issues, 
especially taxes, regulations and land use. In the interest of 
time, I scratched from my remarks some thoughts on how 
township leaders could frame issues to help America “come 
together.” But I was reminded the other day of my discarded 
content when I heard some political commentators suggest 
that “facts don’t matter anymore.” 

I wanted to make that point in my Conference remarks 
as well—that facts and data just don’t win the day when it 
comes to emotional issues. The reason why they don’t matter 
is a critical insight for leaders, and we have neuroscience to 
thank for it.

We’ve known for centuries that the human brain is highly 
specialized because of how brain injuries and disease affect 
certain body functions, personalities, emotions and thinking. 
Neuroscience technology allows us to watch the entire 
nervous system in action and confirms that the cerebrum—
and more specific, the neocortex—is where higher level 
reasoning occurs. The cerebellum regulates motor functions. 
The limbic system, where emotional responses originate, 
includes the amygdala where memories, fears and emotions 
originate. 

The amygdala was critically important for survival in more 
brutal times; it is essential for self-preservation when facing 
someone or something wanting to do harm. However, the 
amygdala can’t clearly differentiate verbal attacks on one’s 
deeply held values from physical threats. It can overrule the 
rational cortex, and with neurons firing away in the “fight 

or flight” mode, the amygdala instinctively determines how 
contrary facts and data are processed. 

Facts and data are important for good decisions where 
there is little or no emotional investment, but in a heavy 
values-driven verbal altercation, the amygdala gives no 
quarter. It refutes and negates, and it doesn’t care whether 
its retorts are fallacious, disingenuous or demeaning; the 
amygdala only cares about preserving what is held dear—
those cherished values and convictions that the brain sees as 
at the core of self-identity and worth.

So why doesn’t every argument escalate into warfare? 
Neuroscience has also revealed that the human brain is 
teachable; education and life experiences adjust our brains’ 
“factory settings” to use our rational cerebral cortexes in 
arguments. It learns that bad things can happen if we 
respond inappropriately to others. But some brains are more 
trainable than others, and the amygdala can take charge 
despite of our best intentions to remain calm and rational. 

There is a great divide among Americans as to which 
dearly held values should prevail over various public policy 
questions. The great American values divide can be exploited 
for political advantage, but also presents extraordinary 
opportunities for elected officials to practice noble leadership. 
Great local leaders listen to others to understand, rather than 
to detect weakness and flaws. To lessen the threat perception, 
leaders acknowledge and honor the values of others, rather 
than attacking them. The human brain is also capable of great 
empathy, such as when leaders share their personal stories to 
illuminate the validity of other values. 

Effective leaders frame issues by sharing relevant 
past experiences and life lessons that shaped their own 
values. They teach and preach acceptance and tolerance 
to de-escalate the perception of threats and to allay fears 
inevitably provoked by change and uncertainty. Leaders 
reassure and provide comfort by championing—in word and 
deed—the broadest spectrum of American values.
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SIMPLY THE BEST

Townships top list of ‘best places to live’  
in Michigan
Ever wondered the best place to live in Michigan? It comes 
as no surprise that townships top that list. 

Four townships were 
among the top 10 places to 
live in Michigan, according to 
neighborhood analyzing website 
Niche’s 2017 list. Meridian 
Charter Township (Ingham Co.) 
took top honors as the No. 1 
place to live in Michigan. 
Bloomfield Charter Township 
(Oakland Co.) came in fourth, 
while Pittsfield Charter 
Township (Washtenaw Co.) 
was ninth and Lodi Township 
(Washtenaw Co.) was 10th. 

Each community was chosen based on an in-depth 
assessment of U.S. Census data and expert insights. 
Everything from school quality and crime rates to housing 
trends and access to amenities was considered, with certain 
livability aspects being given more weight. 

Known for its top-notch schools, Meridian Charter 
Township, which includes the communities of Okemos and 
Haslett, is touted by Niche as having a “wonderful small-
town feel with big-town amenities.” The township received 
A+ grades for public schools, housing and being good for 
families, as well as an A- for nightlife and diversity. 

Supervisor Ron Styka was especially proud of the 
recognition. “Meridian Charter Township is special, given 
our prime location near Michigan State University, nationally 
recognized public schools, unparalleled park/trail system and 
our deep commitment to the environment,” he said. “It’s 
no wonder why in 2014, Meridian was the fourth fastest-
growing community in Michigan. From Lake Lansing to the 
Harris Nature Center, we have it all in Meridian.”

Residents were equally enthusiastic in their reviews 
of the community. On the Niche website, many pointed 
to the township’s thriving parks and trails, as well as the 
land preserves and recreation programs that help residents 
feel connected to their township. “I love everything about 
Okemos!” one resident said. “I grew up here and hope to raise 
my family here as well.”

Another resident commented, “With its close proximity to 
Michigan State University, there are so many opportunities 
to engage in the diverse culture of the area.”

EXPLORE THE SHORE

Township taking part in the ‘blue economy’
The August Township Focus cover story explored water trails, 
and how communities around the state are creating and 
benefitting from this recreational and tourism opportunity. 
One West Michigan township provides yet another example 
of working to be part of the state’s “blue economy.” 

With a conviction 
that access to water 
is the essential 
ingredient for the 
economic well-being 
and quality of life 
of the community, 
Onekama Township 
(Manistee Co.) 
is continuing its 
momentum with a 
$75,900 grant from 
the Michigan Natural 
Resources Land Trust Fund. The grant will be used to 
develop a universally accessible kayak and canoe launch and 
related amenities on Portage Lake at an access site owned by 
the Michigan Department of Natural Resources. The Portage 
Lake Association and Portage Lake Watershed Forever are 
providing additional funding.

“Onekama Township is proud to be a leader in providing 
access for people of all ages, needs and abilities to enjoy and 
learn about our water resources,” said Supervisor David 
Meister. 

The project also includes paved Americans with 
Disabilities Act parking sites and a walkway that connects 
the parking area with the kayak/canoe launch and restrooms. 
The launch will be installed either this fall or next spring.

Meister said the launch will provide access to Portage 
Lake’s outstanding fishery resource—including walleye and 
a variety of warm, cool and cold-water fish—as well as Lake 
Michigan. With calm waters, kayakers or canoers can make 
their way north to a similar launch site on Arcadia Lake or 
south to Explore the Shores sites on Lake Michigan and 
Manistee Lake in Manistee Township (Manistee Co.) near 
the mouth of Bar Lake and the City of Manistee, the Village 
of Eastlake and Stronach Township (Manistee Co.).

“Access to water is a priority of the plans and strategies 
involving the township” said Onekama Township Planning 
Commissioner Al Taylor, appointed by the township to help 
coordinate the project. “From our tourism economy to our 
schools and our seasonal and year-round residents, helping all 
populations access, share and enjoy our watershed, including 
Lake Michigan, is part of the big-picture plan for community 
vitality and bringing more families to our community.” 

Photo by  
Katy Silberger

Photo courtesy of Meridian Charter Township
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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

Photo by  

A HUMBLING EXPERIENCE

Township fire chief places wreath at  
Tomb of the Unknown Soldier
This summer, Lyon Charter Township (Oakland Co.) Fire 
Chief Ken Van Sparrentak presented a wreath from the Lyon 
Township Fire Department at the Tomb of the Unknown 
Soldier in Arlington National 
Cemetery in Virginia.  

“As you place the wreath and 
‘Taps’ is played, you recognize 
with greater appreciation the 
honor and sanctity of Arlington 
and those who made the ultimate 
sacrifice for the greatest country 
on earth,” Van Sparrentak said.  

The Tomb of the Unknown 
Soldier is a monument dedicated 
to all U.S. service members who 
have died without their remains 
being identified. 

Arlington National Cemetery holds extra meaning for Van 
Sparrentak, as it is where his brother Norm was buried in 
2011. He has visited the cemetery every year since then. The 
chief submitted a request online to represent the township fire 
department and place the wreath at the monument. 

“I know they get requests from across America, so I didn’t 
expect to get it,” he said. “It was humbling.”

HELP WANTED

 EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR—The Gull Lake Sewer and Water 
Authority is seeking qualified candidates for the position of 
executive director. The authority represents Ross, Richland, 
Charleston and Cooper Charter Townships (Kalamazoo Co.), 
and Barry and Prairieville Townships (Barry Co). The authority 
is seeking candidates with understanding and vision of what 
a “utility of the future” is to be, with the ability to articulate 
and promote that vision to the board, staff and public. The 
position will plan, direct, manage and oversee the authority’s 
activities, operations and long-term planning. Starting salary 
is $70,000 and up, depending upon qualifications, with full 
benefit package. More information, including an application 
form, is available at www.glswa.org, under “Employment 
Opportunities.” Position is open until filled.

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

UPDATED I-9

Townships must use new Form I-9 
All U.S. employers—
including townships—are 
responsible for completion 
and retention of a Form 
I-9 for each individual 
they hire for employment 
in the U.S. (This 
includes elected officials.) 
Employers must now use 
the revised Form I-9. 
Employers had until  
Sept. 17, 2017, to discontinue use of the Nov. 14, 2016, 
edition of the Form I-9.

The new form has been updated to allow employers to 
accept Form FS-240, Consular Report of Birth Abroad, as 
an acceptable List C document. 

Employer requirements to timely complete Forms I-9 
for all new employees hired after Nov. 6, 1986, remain 
unchanged. Townships do not need to complete the new 
Form I-9 for current employees for whom there is already a 
properly completed Form I-9 on file, unless re-verification 
applies. Townships must retain each Form I-9 for as 
long as an employee is on payroll or otherwise receiving 
remuneration. Forms I-9 may be discarded at the later of 
three years after the date the employee began work for pay or 
one year after the date the employment ended.

MTA members can visit MTA’s “Employment 
Eligibility” webpage for more information. Log in to the 
members-only section of www.michigantownships.org (click 
on “Member Login” in the upper right-hand corner), and 
search for “Employment Eligibility” in the “Topics Index” 
under the “Answer Center” tab. 
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Opinions expressed within do not represent the views of MTA, its Board 
or members. Participation in the Allied Service Provider program does not 
constitute or imply MTA’s endorsement of the company or its products/
services. For more information, turn to the Allied Service Provider Index on 
page 2 or visit www.michigantownships.org/asp.asp.

mta events | October

10 MTA On The Road regional meeting, Grand Rapids 

11 MTA On The Road regional meeting, Ludington

12 MTA On The Road regional meeting, Traverse City

17 MTA On The Road regional meeting, Grand Blanc

18 MTA On The Road regional meeting, Chelsea

19 MTA On The Road regional meeting, Kalamazoo

24 MTA On The Road regional meeting, West Branch

25 MTA On The Road regional meeting, Petoskey

26 MTA On The Road regional meeting, Alpena

30 MTA On The Road regional meeting, Mt. Pleasant

Member input sought on  
2018 MTA Policy Platform
MTA members 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 providing suggestions and input for 
consideration by MTA legislative policy committees.

MTA is seeking your input for the 2018 Policy Platform. 
The deadline for submissions for consideration for MTA’s 
2018 Legislative Policy Platform by the MTA Legislative 
Policy and Resolutions Committee is Monday, Nov. 27. 
Proposed policies are reviewed by MTA committees for 
word selection and legality, and to ensure they conform with 
the Association’s overall goals and objectives. The proposed 
policy platform for 2018 will be presented for membership 
approval at the 2018 MTA Annual Meeting, to be held 
Thursday, April 26 in conjunction with the 65th MTA 
Annual Educational Conference & Expo in Acme Township 
(Grand Traverse Co.) near Traverse City. 

View MTA’s 2017 Policy Platform on MTA’s website, 
www.michigantownships.org, under the “Advocacy” tab.

Contact the MTA Government Relations Department at  
(517) 321-6467 or email legislation@michigantownships.org 
with suggestions or questions. 

Asphalt Materials Inc.

Fixing Michigan’s roads  
starts here

As a proud member of MTA’s Allied Service Providers 
Program, Asphalt Materials Inc. is dedicated to being a 
client-focused, innovative provider of high-quality asphalt 
and asphalt emulsions products. 
For more than 50 years, 
Asphalt Materials has provided 
quality materials for roadway 
construction. Asphalt Materials 
plays a critical role in assisting 
federal, state, local and private authorities in building 
economical and reliable pavements. 

Through experience and research, the company has 
found that asphalt performance is dependent on selection 
of grade, mix design and how it is applied. Asphalt 
Materials recognizes the value of a knowledgeable 
sales staff to assist clients in the technical aspects 
of constructing and maintaining asphalt pavements. 
Its marketing team has the “real world” experience of 
having worked within the public sector and understands 
the demands placed on agencies to provide services to 
the traveling public. Through consistent research and 
the strong relationship between other Heritage-related 
industries, they continue to introduce new technology to 
ensure the highest quality asphalt products. 

New technologies available to townships for pavement 
preservation and rehabilitation include cold in-place 
recycling and cold central plant recycling. The recycling 
process uses the existing roadway materials to create 
a new asphalt base course. Scrub sealing is used as a 
mass crack filling and chip sealing process. This creates 
a sealed underlying surface with a chip seal wearing 
surface.

Asphalt Materials Inc. is committed to building  
long-term relationships with its customers based on  
trust and confidence, creating solutions to issues 
affecting its customers. For more information, visit  
www.asphalt-materials.com or contact Jeremy Thomas at 
(734) 395-9766 or Bruce Wehr at (614) 634-6024.
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OCTOBER

By 3 Notice of 
close of registration for Nov. 7 
election published. (MCL 
168.498)

10 Last day to register 
for Nov. 7 election. (MCL 
168.497)

13 Assessor reports 
the status of real and personal 
industrial facility tax property 
to State Tax Commission 
(STC). (MCL 207.567(2))

Qualified local governmental 
units report to the STC on 
the status of each exemption 
granted under the Commercial 
Rehabilitation Act (MCL 
207.854), Obsolete Property 
Rehabilitation Act (MCL 
125.2794), and Commercial 
Redevelopment Act (MCL 
207.666). 

Deadline for assessor’s annual 
report of the determination 
made under MCL 207.783(1) 
to each taxing unit that 
levies taxes upon property 
in the township in which a 
new facility or rehabilitated 
facility is located and to each 
holder of the Neighborhood 
Enterprise Zone Certificate. 
(MCL 207.783(2))

20 Deadline for 
payments to municipalities 
from the Local Community 
Stabilization Authority. Local 
community stabilization share 
revenue for other millages 
not levied 100 percent in 
December for calendar year 
2017. (MCL 123.1357(5)(c))

By 27 Pre-
general election campaign 
statements filed. (Books 
closed Oct. 22.)
 

27 Write-in candidates 
file declaration of intent forms 

Dates and deadlines  
for townships

for Nov. 7 election by 4 p.m. 
(MCL 168.737a)

By 31 Notice 
of Nov. 7 election published. 
One notice required. (MCL 
168.653a) 

31 October 
apportionment session of the 
county board of commissioner 
to examine certificates, direct 
spread of taxes in terms of 
millage rates to be spread 
on taxable valuations. (MCL 
211.37)

NOVEMBER

1 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 
STC. Note: Applications for 
the above exemption programs 
received on or after Nov. 1 
shall be considered by the 
STC contingent upon staff 
availability. 

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))

By 2 Public 
accuracy test for Nov. 7 
election must be conducted by 
local election commission. (R 
168.778) Notice of test must 
be published at least 48 hours 
before test. (MCL 168.798)

3 On or before Nov. 5. 
Township supervisor shall notify 
the 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))

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

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

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

Election.

8 Local clerk delivers 
results of Nov. 7 election to 
county clerk by 11 a.m. (MCL 
168.809) 

By 13 Boards 
of county canvassers meet to 
canvass the election. (MCL 
168.821)

15 Form 600/L-4016, 
Supplemental Special Assess-
ment Report, due to the STC.

By 28 
Township treasurer gives 
county treasurer a bond* 
running to the county in the 
actual amount of the county, 
state and school taxes. (MCL 
211.43(2))

*May be handled by the county 
treasurer. See MCL 211.43(2) 
or call MTA at (517) 321-6467 
for further guidance.

Helping you traverse your way to achieve the 
best engineering and surveying solutions

Excellence since 1954

(800) 598-1600
www.sda-eng.com

Rochester Hills | Detroit | San Antonio
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Has marijuana been legalized?
No. Marijuana has not been legalized in 
Michigan. It is still an illegal drug under federal 
and state law. 

The Michigan Medical Marihuana Act (MMMA), 
Initiated Law 1 of 2008, MCL 333.26421, et seq., allows 
qualified patients and registered caregivers identified 
with those patients to use marijuana for specified medical 
conditions. That law did not legalize marijuana, but it 
prohibits prosecuting or penalizing qualified patients and 
registered caregivers who use marijuana for those purposes as 
long as they comply with the MMMA. 

Only a patient-caregiver relationship conducted in 
compliance with the Michigan Medical Marihuana Act is 
legal today. The MMMA was amended by PA 283 of 2016 
to include certain marijuana-infused products, or “edibles,” 
and to clarify what plants and parts of plants are allowed 
within the limits imposed by the act.  

Anything that is not authorized by the Michigan Medical 
Marihuana Act is illegal today.

So why do we see medical 
marijuana dispensaries all over?
Because the individual local jurisdiction has 
chosen to not enforce state or federal laws 

that make marijuana illegal outside of the patient-caregiver 
relationship protected by the MMMA. In most cases, the 
city, village or township has “decriminalized” certain uses of 
marijuana and/or chosen to not utilize enforcement resources 
for small amounts or certain levels of activity. But that is a 
forbearance, not legalization.

But what about the Medical 
Marihuana Facilities Licensing 
Act?
The Medical Marihuana Facilities Licensing 

Act (MMFLA), Public Act 281 of 2016, MCL 333.27101, 
et seq., took effect Dec. 20, 2016. Under the MMFLA, one 
or more of the following types of medical marijuana facilities 
may be allowed by a township ordinance: Class A, B, or C 
grower; processor; provisioning center; secure transporter; 
and safety compliance facility.

But the MMFLA includes an additional delay in 
implementation of 360 days to enable the Michigan 
Department of Licensing and Regulatory Affairs (LARA) to 
establish the licensing system required by the act. A person 
cannot apply to the state for a license of any kind under the 
MMFLA until Dec. 15, 2017.

No one can receive a license of any kind under the 
MMFLA UNLESS the township has already adopted an 
ordinance that authorizes that type of facility. And a state-
granted license will not enable a facility to operate unless 
the township also authorizes it.

So even after Dec. 15, 2017, any medical marijuana 
provisioning center or other activity involving marijuana that 
does not comply with the Michigan Medical Marihuana 
Act will still be illegal, unless: 1) that township has adopted 
an ordinance that authorizes that type of facility under the 
Medical Marihuana Facilities Licensing Act, 2) the facility is 
granted a license by LARA, and 3) the township issues that 
facility a local authorization.

(Note that the word “dispensary” has been commonly used 
to refer to a variety of medical marijuana activities, but the 
new laws do not refer to “dispensaries.” Under the MMFLA, 
“provisioning centers” are what many people would describe 
as a “dispensary.”)

What if an applicant demands 
that we adopt an ordinance or 
approve their license?
If a township is approached by an applicant 

stating that the board must adopt an ordinance, then that 
applicant has misunderstood the law. A township cannot 
be required to adopt an ordinance to allow facilities 
authorized under the MMFLA now or at any time.

If a township is approached by an applicant demanding 
that the township consider their application or stating that 
the board must authorize their facility:

• Before Dec. 15, 2017, no township can be required to 
consider an application. Even if a township adopts an 
ordinance to allow MMFLA-authorized facilities, the 
licensing system is not in place, and no applications will 
be accepted by LARA until Dec. 15, 2017.

• After Dec. 15, 2017, if a township has not adopted 
an ordinance allowing any of the facilities authorized 
by the MMFLA, then the township is not required to 
consider any applications for MMFLA licenses, because 
no licenses will be approved by LARA.

• After Dec. 15, 2017, if a township has adopted an 
ordinance allowing any of the facilities authorized by 
the MMFLA, and the application involves one of 
the type(s) of facilities that the township allows in its 
ordinance, and the cap on the number of that type 
of facility imposed by the township’s ordinance has 
not been reached, then the township will be asked to 
provide information to LARA as part of the licensing 
approval process. The applicant must also be granted an 
authorization by the township to operate.

Catherine Mullhaupt,  
MTA Staff Attorney
 

hello, MTA ... ? 
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What do we need to do if we 
do NOT want any of these 
facilities in our township?
A township is not required to adopt an 

ordinance or take any other action to prohibit the types of 
facilities authorized under the MMFLA. They are already 
prohibited by state and federal law and will continue to be 
illegal in a township, unless the township board adopts an 
ordinance to allow them (“opt in”) under the MMFLA.

Because many townships have been asked to take a 
definitive position declaring that they are not going to “opt 
in,” MTA has provided a sample “opt out” resolution. This 
is not required by the MMFLA, and a township that has 
not adopted an opt-in ordinance is not required to take any 
action to “opt out.”

What if we DO want these 
facilities in our township?
Any time before Dec. 15, 2017, a township that 
wants to allow medical marijuana facilities to 

operate within the township could adopt an “opt in” ordinance 
allowing one or more of the specific types of facilities 
authorized by the MMFLA. Adopting such an ordinance 
before Dec. 15, 2017, does NOT make a facility lawful! 

Any time after Dec. 15, 2017, a township that wants 
to allow medical marijuana facilities to operate within the 
township would adopt an “opt in” ordinance allowing one or 
more of the specific MMFLA-authorized facilities. 

The “opt in” ordinance should specify which type(s) of 
facilities—and how many of each type—the township is 
choosing to allow. If a township “opts in” with an ordinance 
that does not specify a cap on the number of each type it is 
allowing, applications for any number of those types within 
the township will be considered by LARA.

But a license from the state is still required before a 
specific facility is authorized to legally operate under the 
MMFLA. The township board’s adoption of the ordinance 
allowing medical marijuana facilities does not automatically 
make all facilities lawful. 

Also note that, because dispensaries and other marijuana 
facilities or operations outside of the patient/caregiver 
relationship are NOT currently lawful (even where marijuana 
has been decriminalized locally), existing dispensaries or 
other marijuana facilities or operations are not currently 
lawful non-conforming uses for zoning ordinance purposes.

Do we need to change our zon-
ing ordinance to reflect a board 
decision to ‘opt in’ or ‘opt out’?
A township board should work with its attorney 

and planning consultant to determine whether the township’s 
current zoning ordinance needs to be amended in any way to 
reflect the township’s position on allowing or not allowing 
medical marijuana facilities under the MMFLA. 

Before Dec. 15, 2017, no medical marijuana facilities are 
lawful land uses. After Dec. 15, 2017, a medical marijuana 
facility might be a lawful land use if the township has already 
“opted in” by separate ordinance to authorize licenses to be 
granted to that type of facility. In that situation, if the zoning 
ordinance is amended to not allow or to limit that land use in 
the township, then any facilities that have already been locally 
permitted AND state-licensed under the MMFLA might have 
status as a lawful, non-conforming use (be “grandfathered in”). 

A township that is considering changing its zoning as it 
relates to medical marijuana facilities will want to consult 
with its attorney for specific guidance on when that should 
occur in relation to the township also taking action to adopt a 
separate, non-zoning ordinance to “opt in” to allow any types 
of medical marijuana facilities.

Section 409 of the MMFLA specifically states that, “A 
state operating license is a revocable privilege granted by this 
state and is not a property right. Granting a license does not 
create or vest any right, title, franchise, or other property 
interest.”

We do not have township zoning, 
but the county does. How does 
that affect our ability to ‘opt in’?
This is an area of the law that has raised 

some confusion. Where a township does not zone, but the 
county does, then the county zoning applies. But under the 
MMFLA, a county does not have the authority to adopt 
an ordinance to “opt in” and authorize medical marijuana 
facilities. It is not clear at this time how a court would rule 
if the county zoning ordinance does not zone for or permit 
the type of medical marijuana facilities that a township in 
that county is seeking to authorize. And a township would 
still have to adopt an ordinance to “opt in.” Even if a county 
zoning ordinance is determined to be able to address medical 
marijuana facilities, that does not change the fact that only a 
township, city or village may adopt an ordinance to “opt in” 
to allow any medical marijuana facilities

Neither the township nor the 
county have zoning. How does 
that affect our ability to ‘opt in’ 
to authorize medical marijuana 

facilities under the MMFLA?
Where a township is “un-zoned,” the township may still 
choose to “opt in,” and must adopt an “opt in” ordinance if 
it wants to allow any facilities to be licensed. However, there 
will be no zoning regulation of where the medical marijuana 
facilities can be located.

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

Both the House and Senate returned to the state Capitol 
in September following summer recess and have wasted no 
time diving into a large number of issues that would impact 
townships.

Short-term rentals—An issue of particular concern that is 
expected to be taken up in early October is legislation that 
would take townships and other local governments out of the 
equation when it comes to zoning and regulation of short-
term vacation rentals. Two bills—House Bill 4503, sponsored 
by Rep. Jason Sheppard (R-Bedford Twp.), and Senate Bill 
329, sponsored by Sen. Joe Hune (R-Hamburg Twp.)—
would effectively strip townships and other municipalities 
of their authority to regulate where vacation and short-term 
rentals can be located. Instead, the bills would specify that 
short-term rentals of 28 days or less are a residential—not 
commercial—property use, allowing them in all residential 
zones.

Townships would also be prohibited from requiring any 
special use permit of rentals that they don’t require for all 
other residential homes. The ability to regulate locally would 
instead be limited to ordinances on noise, advertising, traffic 
and other conditions—completely dismantling ordinances 
enacted in townships throughout Michigan to help curb 
problems arising from short-term rentals.

The legislation also could impact communities that 
have rental ordinances as well as future zoning by local 
government.

MTA opposes the bills and continues to urge township 
officials to contact their state representative and state senator 
to oppose this harmful legislation.

Elections—Township clerks could enter into an agreement 
with the state, their county clerk or another local clerk 
to conduct specified election activities under HB 4671, 
sponsored by Rep. Michael Webber (R-Rochester Hills). 
Under a written agreement, the county clerk or another 
local clerk could handle the qualified voter file (QVF) list 
maintenance, process voter registrations and complete other 
tasks as outlined. The governing body of each participating 

township, county or city would have to approve the 
agreement by resolution in order for it to be effective. 
Additionally, HB 4671 would allow, based on a written 
agreement, the state Bureau of Elections or the county to 
handle QVF list maintenance for the township. The bill was 
introduced this spring and will be considered by the House 
Elections and Ethics Committee this fall. MTA is working 
with lawmakers to include clarifying language on this bill.

Disabled veterans tax exemption—A bill changing the 
property tax exemption offered to disabled veterans was 
scheduled for a vote in the Senate at press time. SB 45, 
sponsored by Sen. Dave Hildenbrand (R-Lowell Chtr. 
Twp.), would amend a 2013 law providing a property tax 
exemption for real property owned by permanently disabled 
veterans and their unremarried, surviving spouses. SB 
45 would change this exemption from a homestead to a 
principal residence exemption and require the affidavit to be 
filed one time—and not annually. This exemption would also 
be offered to the surviving spouse of a disabled veteran who 
was eligible for the exemption immediately before he or she 
passed away, as well as the surviving spouse of a Michigan 
veteran who died from service-related causes while on active 
duty in the U.S. Armed Forces. While MTA appreciates our 

Busy legislative agenda this fall

State lawmakers look to tackle a number of issues this fall, including 
municipal pension and other post-employment benefits, broadband and 
small cell tower expansion, short-term rentals, property tax exemptions 

for disabled veterans, election issues, and personal property tax changes—all 
before they ring in the New Year.
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veterans and supports providing them with relief, we believe 
the state should be responsible or have some share in the 
property tax exemptions it provides.

Gun ordinances—Also slated for possible legislative action 
is HB 4616, sponsored by Rep. Gary Howell (R-North 
Branch). The MTA-opposed bill would allow townships to 
be sued by any Michigan resident if they have gun ordinances 
that exceed state restrictions—even if the ordinance isn’t 
enforced and even if the person filing the lawsuit does not 
live in the township. The measure would also allow civil 
fines to be assessed against elected or appointed officials 
who knowingly and willfully enact, enforce or allow such 
ordinances to exist. 

Filing fee—Two bills—HB 4747, sponsored by Rep. Kim 
LaSata (R-Bainbridge Twp.), and HB 4748, sponsored 
by Rep. Julie Calley (R-Portland)—would give candidates 
for township office the option to pay a filing fee instead of 
submitting a nominating petition. These bills, which are 
consistent with MTA’s 2017 Policy Platform to provide 
options to candidates, could be considered by the House 
Elections and Ethics Committee this fall.

Retiree benefits—A priority of the governor, the House 
and the Senate is to pass legislation reforming municipal 
pensions and retiree health care. Last year, the House 
considered a package that would have overhauled municipal 
post-retirement health care benefits, enacting one component 
of the package to increase transparency by requiring more 
information to be submitted to the state Department 
of Treasury or posted online. In response to increasing 
municipal liability, Gov. Rick Snyder created a Responsible 
Retirement Reform for Local Government Task Force, 
which included MTA. The task force released a report this 
summer recommending more reporting and transparency, as 
well as a fiscal stress test to help local governments maintain 
stability. The Legislature is not required to follow the 
report’s recommendations, but new bills are expected to be 
introduced and debated this fall.

Frivolous recounts—Action is expected on a bill that would 
help prevent frivolous election recounts and help offset the 
costs of recounts when the election results are not close.  
SB 290, sponsored by Sen. Dave Robertson (R-Grand Blanc 
Chtr. Twp.), was passed by the Senate earlier this year and 
awaits House consideration. If enacted, it would increase 
by tenfold the fee for election recounts if the difference 
separating the winner and petitioner was more than 5 percent 
of the total votes cast. MTA supports the bill. 

Land cap—Two other bills could be considered by the 
Legislature prohibiting the state from purchasing more land 
without county approval if it didn’t make full payments 
in lieu of taxes (PILT). SB 302, sponsored by Sen. Tom 
Casperson (R-Wells Twp.), and SB 303, sponsored by 
Sen. Darwin Booher (R-Osceola Twp.), would otherwise 
eliminate the existing cap on state land that may be 
purchased north of the Mason-Arenac county lines. 

The bills also attempt to limit new state land purchases 
in counties with 40 percent or more of state, federal and 

commercial forest lands—giving counties the ability to reject 
a proposed purchase. While townships would be notified, 
they would not have the ability to give approval under the 
pending legislation. MTA testified with concerns and is 
working with the administration and legislators to include 
township approval language similar to what was proposed last 
session. 

PVC requirement—Another agenda item is a proposed bill 
that would ban local ordinances excluding specific materials 
from consideration in public water works projects. SB 157, 
sponsored by Sen. Rick Jones (R-Oneida Chtr. Twp.), is 
opposed by MTA as it would require that PVC pipe always 
be considered for such projects. Not only would this bill 
supersede local authority, it would also lead to increased costs 
as local units would be required to include design standards 
for PVC on projects—even if there is no intent to use PVC 
in the project.

Firefighter training—Also on the agenda are two bills to 
recodify firefighter training requirements. SBs 264 and 265, 
sponsored by Sen. Jim Stamas (R-Midland Chtr. Twp.), 
clarifies and updates the Firefighters Training Council Act 
and the Michigan Fireworks Safety Act. They also allow the 
Firefighters Training Council to charge a fee for testing and 
training to individuals not employed by an organized fire 
department, 100 percent of which must be used for training 
firefighters. 

Charitable fundraisers—The House has passed a bill to 
expand charitable fundraising in roadways. Earlier this year, 
Gov. Rick Snyder signed PA 112 allowing local units to set 
regulations and restrict locations where charitable fundraisers 
by specific nonprofit organizations may take place. Now, HB 
4888 would expand this to include nonprofit organizations 
qualified under section 501(c)(7), 501(c)(8) or 501(c)(10) 
of the federal Internal Revenue Code, namely social and 
recreational clubs, and fraternal societies or organizations.

The list goes on
Legislation has been introduced to allow townships the 
option of creating nonpartisan township offices. HB 4948, 
sponsored by Rep. Jeff Yaroch (R-Richmond), is permissive 
and provides township boards the option to conduct 
nonpartisan elections for township offices. Other measures 
expected to be debated this year include legislation dealing 
with local rights-of-way regulating broadband and small 
cell towers, measures that could preempt local authority. 
A number of other issues are expected to come before the 
House and Senate, including personal property tax changes, 
efforts to increase access to broadband and creating a semi-
open primary election process.  

For more information on all the bills that MTA is following, along with a 
synopsis and the impact on townships, visit MTA’s “Legislative Action 
Center,” on the members-only section of www.michigantownships.org. 
After logging in, access under the “Advocacy” tab. There, you can also find 
contact information for your state and federal lawmakers, along with Action 
Alerts and key issues that MTA is following. 
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Home sweet home
Inside Michigan’s 

housing crisis 

As our state rebounds from the Great Recession, scores 
of would-be homebuyers are ready to buy a house, only to 
find that the days of a buyer’s market are over. Affordable, 
move-in ready homes are few and far between. Houses in 
the desirable price range between $150,000 and $220,000 
fly off the market almost as soon as they’re listed, and sellers 
routinely receive multiple offers.

The housing market is by all accounts booming. The 
available stock, however, isn’t catching up. While some 
townships have plenty of homes available, others are 
struggling to keep up with the demand. Experts say 
Michigan has a housing shortage near crisis levels, and 
there’s no end in sight. 

Over the past decade, Michigan has built 170,000 fewer 
homes than normal, and production is still far below the 
recommended level. Home builders can’t get the financing 
they need to make building affordable homes worth their 

while, turning instead to high-end homes beyond the reach 
of most middle-income families, where there’s a larger return 
on their investment. Meanwhile, the existing housing stock is 
getting older by the minute.

Housing and economic experts say if nothing changes, 
Michigan could find itself smack in the middle of a housing 
crisis. Home prices could soar and economic growth could 
slow as residents are forced to stay put, settle for a long 
commute or spend another year renting. 

That’s where township government can come in. Local 
units of government can help encourage new construction—
and control their own destiny—by taking a fresh look at their 
inspection and review process as well as their master plan and 
zoning ordinance. Whether it’s re-evaluating your lot sizes, 
streamlining your approval process or simply leading your 
residents to adopt a pro-growth attitude, your township can 
be part of the solution to Michigan’s housing shortage.

Buying a house is increasingly out of reach for more Michigan families.
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Reality check
Less than a decade ago, Michigan’s real estate market was at rock-bottom 
levels when the Great Recession hit. Few people wanted to buy a home, values 
plummeted and hardly anyone was interested in building a new house. 

Economists say a state Michigan’s size should build between 25,000 and 30,000 
new single-family homes a year to keep up with the normal life cycle of aging 
housing, changing demographics and population shifts, according to a recent study 
by the Home Builders Association (HBA) of Michigan. In 2009, Michigan’s new 
home construction bottomed out at just 6,000 new homes. Without new homes to 
build, the homebuilding industry shed thousands of workers. 

Today, Michigan’s economy is on the upswing. Our jobless rate now hovers 
around 4 percent—a low not seen since August 2000. Prospective buyers who sat 
on the sidelines for years are now diving into the real estate market. Housing prices 
are back up, and from an outside glance, it would seem that Michigan has all but 
completely recovered.

But there’s a new problem. While the market has rebounded, new home 
construction is still far below its pre-recession level. The HBA of Michigan 
estimates that just 16,000 new homes will be built by the end of this year. That’s far 
below the 25,000 to 30,000 recommended by economists—and not nearly enough 
to make up for homes that weren’t built during the height of the recession. 

At the same time, there just aren’t as many companies or workers available to 
build new homes. Since the recession hit, 60,000 people left the industry, either to 
retire or start new careers. The remaining workers have so much trouble securing 
adequate financing for affordable homes—or see such a low return on investment—
that they’ve quit building middle-income homes altogether. 

Whether it’s 
re-evaluating 
your lot sizes, 
streamlining your 
approval process 
or simply leading 
your residents to 
adopt a pro-growth 
attitude, your 
township can be part 
of the solution to 
Michigan’s housing 
shortage.
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“The industry and the environment have dramatically 
changed,” said Bob Filka, HBA of Michigan chief executive 
officer. “It’s been a perfect storm in Michigan over the past 
decade.”

This problem may look very different region to region. 
Some areas, such as the northwest Lower Peninsula, have 
had a shortage in affordable housing for decades. High 
property values along shorelines have resulted in more home 
builders targeting primarily wealthy buyers. Other areas of 
Michigan have plenty of homes for sale at all levels.

Then there are communities like Coldwater Township 
(Branch Co.). In 2014, Clemens Food Group announced 
plans to build a pork processing plant there that would 
provide at least 800 new jobs. Though many of the new 
workers plan to commute from surrounding communities, 
the ones who want to move to the township might be out of 
luck if they’re looking for a single-family home. 

Supervisor Don Rogers says there are practically no 
homes for sale, and the few that are put on the market are 
sold immediately. 

In an unusual move, Clemens helped finance an 
apartment complex in the area to help provide housing for 
employees. And Rogers’s phone rings nearly every day from 
developers hoping to build subdivisions, apartment buildings 
or manufactured home parks. 

While so far their housing needs are met through a variety 
of solutions, Rogers knows a day is coming when Clemens 

employees might decide it’s time to buy a home there and 
stop commuting or renting. 

“There’s definitely a shortage,” he said. “The housing stock 
is down to almost zero.”

Do you have the guts to take on a fixer upper?
The housing shortage doesn’t mean there are no homes 
available. Many communities throughout Michigan have 
an influx of properties sitting on the market with no takers. 
The issue is that many of those homes don’t fit the criteria 
of today’s homebuyer. They’re looking for a move-in ready 
home with plenty of square footage in the $150,000 to 
$220,000 price range. 

In many townships, available homes that meet that criteria 
are few and far between. Unless homebuyers are willing to 
take on a fixer upper or increase their budget for a high-end 
home, their choices are severely limited.

“Given all those dynamics, absent some sort of effort 
by local community leaders and economic developers to 
try and attract the kind of investment they need in their 
communities, we just don’t have the kind of building activity 
taking place that a healthy Michigan needs,” Filka said. “We 
really want to change the dialogue.”

Why should townships care?
A low affordable housing supply coupled with a high  
demand is a recipe for sky-rocketing house prices. Filka 
pointed to sky-high home prices in California, where 
spending $1 million on what would be an average home in 
Michigan isn’t unheard of. 

“If this isn’t addressed, we will become California,” 
he said. “We need to slow that train down because we’re 
speeding toward it much more quickly than we should.”

High home prices would have a trickle-down effect, said 
Andy Martin, director of rental development at Michigan 
State Housing Development Authority. Not only would 
it discourage families from buying homes, it would shrink 
disposable income for families who decide to buy a home 
outside of their desired price range. As more people had less 
money to spend, every area of the economy would feel an 
impact.

Economic development officials also count on a plentiful 
housing supply when they attract new companies to an area. 
Some companies might decide not to locate to certain areas 
because there aren’t enough houses available for their workers 
and executives. Townships also benefit from new housing 
developments to boost their property tax base. Without new 
housing, local budgets could stagnate, leading to cuts in 
services.

As more prospective buyers are looking for homes, 
townships are attractive places for them to put down roots. 
In addition to their low taxes and efficient government, many 

The housing shortage doesn’t mean there are no homes available. Many 
communities throughout Michigan have an influx of properties sitting on 
the market with no takers. The issue is that many of those homes don’t fit 
the criteria of today’s homebuyer.
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townships boast thriving parks, trails, family events and top-
notch schools. Some townships might not be interested in 
growth, and that is perfectly fine if that suits the desires of its 
residents. For others, however, this could be an opportunity 
to draw new residents into your township.

Local government considerations
Michigan’s housing shortage is a complex problem with 
multiple contributing factors—including a workforce 
lagging behind the current need and difficulties securing 
financing. These issues are obviously beyond the control of 
your township. However, if you’re searching for a way to 
battle the shortage in your township, possible solutions are 
not beyond your reach. Your township’s review process, code 
enforcement and zoning code could all be reviewed in an 
effort to learn what, if anything, in your township could be 
tweaked in order to support future growth.

One place to consider starting is your township’s 
relationship with area builders and developers, which may 
have been somewhat adversarial in the past, Filka said. That’s 
something to work on if your community wants to encourage 
housing growth. 

“The world has changed,” Filka said. “We need to be 
partners if Michigan is going to be successful in growing.”

Townships and other local units have processes in place 
to ensure that the right developments go in the right places, 
that buildings are safe and meet required state and federal 
standards, and that their community’s character is preserved. 
From a builder’s perspective, these local review and inspection 
practices—which can be required and critical to the community 
safety—can drag out construction timelines and add costs. There 
can be a natural tension between the two because both sides 
have somewhat different priorities.  

If your community wants more houses, don’t wait for a 
home builder to come to you. Martin recommends reaching 
out to organizations, such as the HBA of Michigan, and 
make an effort to have home builders consider your township 
for a new development. Have a dialogue so they can 
understand the important policies, processes and procedures 
within the township, while at the same time, local officials 
can learn more about best practices in the industry and how 
the two entities can work together toward a common goal. 

“Communities want this end goal, but they might 
not have reached out to make the connections to make it 
happen,” Martin said.

Review processes could make a difference
It’s easy for Doug Mansfield, supervisor of Union Township 
(Grand Traverse Co.) and MTA immediate past president, 
to see both sides of the housing issue. Each day he wears two 
hats—township supervisor and president of Mansfield Land 
Use Consultants—that give him a unique perspective on the 
challenges facing both local units of government and builders 
and developers.

Mansfield understands the critical importance of code 
enforcement—many of which are dictated not by local 
governments, but by state and even federal requirements—
but also recognizes the complexity of these processes. A 
home with just a simple frame and basement must meet fire, 
energy and even hurricane codes to pass inspection. Builders 
must install a road an electric, gas, phone and cable lines, 
and even sidewalks and lighting in some communities. In 
addition, homes on large lots, like you’ll find in many rural 
townships, must have a septic system and well. 

While local units must meet minimum state requirements, 
they have the ability to oversee infrastructure and create side 
reviews, such as planning commission or fire department 
reviews, which could draw out local approval processes. 
Most local governments that do this have a good reason—
they want to make sure that developments are well vetted 
before they’re approved. If your community’s vision 
includes encouraging affordable, obtainable housing within 
your township, however, township boards and planning 
commissions may wish to look for ways in which their review 
process goes above and beyond state requirements. 

“Of course, builders like to make a profit,” Mansfield 
said. “The idea of having that basic little home and keeping 
it under $200,000, which is the norm, is virtually impossible 
without some kind of subsidy.”

 
Find the right lot size
A major barrier to building more houses in townships is lot 
sizes. In some townships, a one-acre lot is considered small. 
Mansfield’s township has a minimum of five-acre lots. For 
many, the reason is they don’t have the infrastructure to 
support smaller lot sizes. A lot that must have a well and 
septic tank can’t be much smaller than an acre without 
forcing the township to consider getting into the sewer and 
water business.

Large lot sizes make sense if your township doesn’t have 
public water or sewer, or if homes are located along rural 
gravel roads. If your residents want an agricultural township 
and you have no plans to grow, there’s nothing wrong with 
keeping your lot sizes just as they are. If your township has 
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a new major employer or is suddenly experiencing growth, 
however, large lot sizes might exacerbate a shortage.

Large lots not only limit the number of houses that can 
be built in your township, they could possibly deter certain 
buyers who might otherwise be attracted to your township. 
Many buyers aren’t interested in taking care of a large 
property—even a quarter-acre lot is too big for some. There 
is no blanket formula for what works—every township has 
different needs. Your township might even have different lot-
size needs from neighborhood to neighborhood. 

Michigan State University (MSU) Professor Mark 
Wyckoff, interim director of MSU’s Land Policy Institute 
and director of the Planning & Zoning Center at MSU, 
suggests assigning different lot sizes to areas marked in your 
master plan for new residential subdivisions. This would 
allow subdivisions to develop with a variety of densities and 
meet the varying needs of buyers. 

“A mistake that was made in the past was a one-size-fits-
all solution for lot sizes,” Wyckoff said. “One size does not fit 
all. It doesn’t even come close.”

Regional solutions
If your township board wants to increase available, affordable 
housing, your plan of attack hinges largely on your location. 
If your township is located near a major center of commerce 
or culture—essentially any larger municipality in Michigan, 
and especially in southeast Michigan—officials may wish 
to consider how to ensure a wider range of housing in their 

community. You could also consider the current locations 
zoned in your township for housing development. If the only 
areas zoned for future residential development are currently 
owned by farmers with no plans to sell, it’s time look for a 
way to truly provide a resource to potential homebuyers. 

Tourism-driven townships must take extra care to ensure 
that their efforts to encourage more housing don’t undermine 
what’s attracting people to their community in the first place. 
For example, you don’t want a new housing development 
blocking a scenic vista, or along a designated natural river 
that regularly draws a large number of canoeists. 

Townships on the outskirts of major cities may need to focus 
on stopping blight, while encouraging the rehabilitation of 
dilapidated homes. The scenarios and solutions go on and on. 

Plan ahead
Mansfield’s advice is to get out ahead of any proposed 
development for your township. Protecting the character and 
resources of your township is both important and necessary. 
But if development is coming, it’s best to be prepared to 
ensure that it happens on the township’s terms. 

“Preserve the open space or character pieces that you want, 
prioritize your natural inventory, and let the rest develop as 
efficiently as possible,” Mansfield said.

Township officials must have an eye on the future and a 
finger on the pulse of the township. Perhaps you live in an 
area of Michigan where more and more families are moving, 
but the growth hasn’t quite reached your township yet. 
Maybe your schools have high ratings, or your township was 
the recent subject of a major job announcement. True leaders 
must watch for these trends and prepare their township for 
the coming change. 

If you want to help steer your township through a period 
of growth, start doing work before the growth comes, 
Mansfield said. Schedule meetings where residents and 
officials can envision side by side what they want their 
community to look like for years to come. Hire a planner to 

Economic development officials count on a plentiful housing supply when 
they attract new companies to an area. Some companies might decide not 
to locate to certain areas because there aren’t enough houses available for 
their workers and executives. 
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ensure your township is prepared. Update your ordinances 
so that they reflect the housing developments you’d like to 
see, and include everything you want up front. If you want 
sidewalks, include them now. If you want trails, write them 
into your ordinance.

Identify areas in your township that could be ideal for a 
new subdivision or plots for new homes. Then, make sure 
those areas are already zoned residential, and if they’re not, 
take care of that now so that a developer doesn’t have to go 
through the process. Get as many local approvals out of the 
way as possible to help homebuilders save time and money, 
Martin said.

In a pro-growth state of mind
Simply having a pro-growth mindset is an important first 
step, said Gabriel Ehrlich, director of the University of 
Michigan's Research Seminar in Quantitative Economics. 
You can’t make people build homes in your township. 
Instead, if attracting new residents and businesses is 
part of your township’s ultimate vision, realize that new 
housing developments aren’t something to be feared. Those 
developments are the key to keeping housing prices down. 

Preserving your township’s character and history is 
important, but there are ways to ensure your township 
remains true to its vision, while working to encourage 
attainable and affordable housing in suitable locations. 

“You can find a win-win where you find new construction 
that stays within your township’s character with the new 
housing stock,” Ehrlich said. “Accepting that increased 
density is part of the solution is important.”

In many cases, this attitude won’t come about naturally 
if local officials or residents are already apprehensive about 
development. Embracing change and creating a vision comes 
from careful, deliberate leadership. Township officials who 
want more housing must be willing to make the case to their 
residents. That could mean speaking at board meetings, 
including messages in township newsletters, and posting on 
social media and on your township website. 

Steering your township through this mindset change 
won’t necessarily be easy, and may not be popular. Some 
residents could be resistant to new housing development. But 
your board must be willing to lead to keep your township an 
affordable, desirable location. 

“If boards really want to take on this role, they have to 
have the will to lead a community through an immense 
amount of change,” Mansfield said.
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Information provided in Financial Forum should not be considered legal 
advice, and readers are encouraged to contact their township auditor and/or 
attorney for advice specific to their situation.

Our auditors issued a ‘reportable 
condition’ that our internal 
controls for cash receipts 
and disbursements in the tax 

collection process are insufficient.  
How can we improve the process?
Many small townships do not have the same controls over 
the tax collection fund that exist for other township funds. 

Townships that do not have a local area network, and 
the clerk and treasurer do not post activities to a centralized 
accounting system, should use the following internal controls:

• The treasurer should “batch” deposits and forward copies 
to the clerk for posting to the general ledger system, 
which produces daily cash receipt postings and “spreads” 
collections by taxpayer and by taxing authority. 

• The clerk posts cash receipts by debiting cash and 
crediting the appropriate liability account.

• The treasurer forwards copies of checks or check 
register to clerk. The checks are entered into the general 
ledger by debiting the appropriate liability account and 
crediting cash. 

• The clerk reconciles the monthly bank statements to 
the general ledger, examining cancelled checks returned 
with statement. The clerk should examine date, payee, 
amounts and endorsement. The clerk and treasurer 
should follow up on any checks not cleared in an 
appropriate time frame.

• The clerk and treasurer should reconcile cash balances at 
month-end.

• The clerk and treasurer should reconcile liability balances 
due prior to settlement with the county treasurer.

To further strengthen internal controls and directly 
address the “reportable conditions” comments made by your 
auditors, the following is suggested:

• The treasurer maintains numeric control and inventory 
of unused tax fund checks, assigning checks to the clerk 
to issue.

• The treasurer issues check request to the clerk for tax 
disbursements.

• The clerk reviews request, creates and countersigns the 
check, and posts the disbursement to the appropriate 
general ledger liability account, while crediting tax 
collection cash.

• The clerk forwards countersigned checks to treasurer for 
mailing or distribution.

Townships that use “integrated packages” or have local 
area networks should consider:

• Setting up the tax collection fund formally in the 
accounting package.

• Using the same check disbursement procedures for tax 
collections as other funds (although disbursements do 
not require board audit and approval).

• Setting up tax collection fund as a “bank” in the 
payables system.

• “Mapping” disbursements to liability accounts set up in 
the tax collection accounts books in the computerized 
general ledger package.

• Recording cash receipts through a point-of-sale system 
that works with the tax administration program.

• Reconciling cash accounts to the general ledger with 
the bank balances, and liability account balances on 
the general ledger to the treasurer’s records, prior to 
settlement.

All townships should—or, in some cases, must—use the 
following controls for general (non-tax) disbursements:

• Dual signatures are required for all bank accounts 
(except the tax collection account); the signatures must 
be the treasurer or deputy treasurer, and the clerk or 
deputy clerk.

• Bank statements should be reconciled by the clerk to 
the general ledger, and the clerk and treasurer should 
reconcile the general ledger to the treasurer’s cash 
control journal.

• Numeric controlled pre-numbered checks must be used.  
• Adequate security over unused checks; the treasurer 

should maintain numeric controls over unused checks.
• Appropriate documentation—i.e., original invoices—

must accompany all disbursements. Payment should not 
be made from vendor statements.

• All disbursements must be approved by the township 
board.

• Checks should not be returned to the originating office 
for distribution.

David Williamson, CPAfinancial forum
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Providing training and skills for 
effective leadership
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Legal counsel that helps local government work effectively.
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We’ve been traveling across the state for our MTA  
On The Road regional meeting series and are 
thoroughly enjoying member interactions! We hope 

to see YOU at one of the remaining locations: 

Oct. 10: DoubleTree By Hilton, Grand Rapids
Oct. 11: Lincoln Hills Golf Club, Ludington
Oct. 12: West Bay Beach Resort, Traverse City
Oct. 17: Genesys Conference Center, Grand Blanc
Oct. 18: Comfort Inn Conference Center, Chelsea
Oct. 19: Fetzer Center at WMU, Kalamazoo
Oct. 24: Quality Inn Forward Conf. Center, West Branch
Oct. 25: The Inn at Bay Harbor, Petoskey
Oct. 26: Ramada Inn, Alpena
Oct. 30: Comfort Inn Conference Center, Mt. Pleasant

Each meeting features a thought-provoking general 
session, insightful legislative update and breakouts on timely 
township topics. Get tips from MTA Legal Counsel for 

writing and adopting 
effective ordinances, 
and walk away with 
language reflecting your 
township’s position on 
hot-button issues like 
medical marijuana and 
blight. MTA’s Member 
Information Services 
team debunks common 
Open Meetings Act 
misconceptions, while 
MTA Executive Director Larry Merrill offers insights 
into accountability, supervision and expectations for your 
township team, from deputies and volunteers to independent 
contractors and consultants.

Registration fees include continental breakfast, lunch and 
a mini expo. Download the agenda, detailed descriptions and 
a registration form, or register online at MTA’s website, at 
www.michigantownships.org.

MTA On The Road regional meetings wrap up this month 



_________________________________________________________
Township                                                                         County

_________________________________________________________  
Daytime Telephone                                                         Email Address

_________________________________________________________
Name & Title               

_________________________________________________________
Name & Title               

_________________________________________________________
Name & Title              

_________________________________________________________
Name & Title              

REGISTRATION INFORMATION

Accounting & Payroll
Whether you’re relatively new to governmental accounting, or seeking  
a refresher, you can’t afford to miss this opportunity to learn from the  
author of Township Focus’ popular Financial Forum column, David 
Williamson, CPA.

The morning session covers basic accounting methods and includes 
discussion on common township credits, debits, assets and liabilities.  
An explanation of accounting methods for various township funds 
will follow. Delve into the Uniform Chart of Accounts and options for 
organizing it, as well as new activity. The general ledger and bookkeeping 
functions of the clerk and treasurer will also be addressed, along with  
efficient procedures for issuing checks and reconciling balances. 

After lunch, we’ll review the information and forms required to prepare for 
an audit and complete required State of Michigan financial reports. An explanation of payroll record-keeping will be 
presented, including issues unique to municipalities, such as how to calculate Social Security and Medicare taxes, and how 
to prepare state and federal report forms.

Registration and continental breakfast begins at 8:30 a.m.; the class is held from 
9 a.m. to 4 p.m., and includes a networking lunch, served at noon.

Cancellations & Substitutions

Written cancellation requests received at the MTA office by Oct. 31 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 without incurring a charge; 
please notify MTA of the change.

A c c o u n t i n g  &  P a y r o l l  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

r  REGULAR rate*: $131        For paid registrations received after Oct. 31.

r  EARLY-BIRD rate*: $111   For paid registrations received by Oct. 31.

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

 Which location you will attend:
 r Nov. 14:   St. Ignace      r Nov. 28:   Kalamazoo
 r Nov. 15:   Cadillac      r Nov. 29:   Frankenmuth

# of Persons           Registration Fee            Total

    x                    =



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

upcoming MTA workshops
REGISTRATION INFORMATION

November workshops tackle township 
finances, strategic planning
MTA can help your township understand the fundamentals of  
township finances and the elements of strategic planning. Join us at the 
DoubleTree by Hilton in Bay City on Nov. 1 and 2 for one (or both!)  
of the sessions described below:

Township Finances  
(TGA course F-103 - 6 credits; includes continental breakfast and lunch) 
Nov. 1, 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. 
Oversight of township finances is a fundamental statutory duty of township 
boards. Good governance demands that every board exercise effective 
oversight of all township assets, including 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. 
Takeaways include:

• 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
• Early warning signs of potential financial problems
• How great township boards spend their time at meetings

Presented by MTA Executive Director, Larry Merrill 

Strategic Planning  
(TGA course B-104 - 4 credits; includes continental breakfast) 
Nov. 2, 8:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. 
Strategic planning is critical to achieving real results in your township. Discover what strategic exploration entails, as well as the 
voices that must be heard, in order to develop a solid plan that aligns the township’s resources and creates favorable outcomes.
Presented by governance expert Susan Radwan, Owner, Leading Edge Mentoring
Cancellations & Substitutions: Written cancellation requests received at the MTA office by Oct. 18 will receive a full refund. No refunds will be issued thereafter. 
You may substitute another individual from your township for your registration at any time without incurring a charge; please notify MTA of the change. TGA 
Scholarship funds are not subject to substitution.

_________________________________________________________
Township                                                                                   County

_________________________________________________________  
Daytime Telephone                                                         Email Address

_________________________________________________________
Name & Title         r Both classes    r Finances    r Strategic Plan

_________________________________________________________
Name & Title         r Both classes    r Finances    r Strategic Plan

_________________________________________________________
Name & Title         r Both classes    r Finances    r Strategic Plan 

_________________________________________________________
Name & Title         r Both classes    r Finances    r Strategic Plan 

F i n a n c e s  &  S t r a t e g i c  P l a n n i n g  R e g i s t r a t i o n  F o r m

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

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

                        -                  -                   -                        

  Card #                                                                                           Expires

  Print Card Holder’s Name                                                            Signature

/

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

# of Persons           Registration Fee    Total

    x                      =

       Registration Rate     Discounted Rate
      After Oct. 18 Before Oct. 18   
    FULL PROGRAM: Both sessions  $254/attendee $214/attendee
        Township Finances (F-103)  $145/attendee $125/attendee
        Strategic Planning (B-104)  $109/attendee $ 89/attendee

These courses are part of MTA’s Township Governance Academy, 
an innovative credentialing program for township officials and 
local leaders in Michigan. You do NOT have to be enrolled in the 
Academy to attend.
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Who goes there?
Township treasure goes bump in the night

When Patty Meyer brings up the Felt Mansion, most people don’t 
ask about the years of work it took to restore the nearly century-
old building, or the countless volunteers that made the restoration 

possible. They just have one question: Is it haunted?

The answer? Well, it’s complicated. 
Years ago, Meyer, who’s the Friends of the Felt Estate 

nonprofit director, flatly dismissed even the possibility that 
ghosts exist. But a few evenings at the Laketown Township 
(Allegan Co.) Felt Mansion may have changed her mind. 

Over the years, she’s seen lights lit with no connection to 
electricity and objects move when there was no one around to 
move them. She’s heard the distinct sound of furniture being 
slid across the floor above her head when she knew for a fact 
she was alone in the mansion. 

“If it isn’t ghosts, I certainly don’t know what it is,”  
Meyer said.

Embracing the unexplainable
But the Felt Mansion’s ghostly reputation isn’t scaring away 
visitors. If anything, Meyer has embraced it. Whatever 
might be responsible for the “unexplained events” seems to 
be friendly, and most people who visit seem intrigued by the 
paranormal activity instead of scared. She sees the rumors of 
ghosts as a way to attract people to the mansion who might 
otherwise have ignored it. 

In addition to being a popular wedding and event venue, 
the West Michigan estate hosts “Darkness Tours” each 
Halloween season, where anyone can walk the mansion and 
grounds, including the carriage house, after the sun goes 
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“ They’re always available to provide 
advice on most planning or zoning 
issues and their advice is based on 
35 years of experience in numerous 
communities throughout Michigan.”

  R. Brent Savidant, planning director, City of Troy
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down. This year, the estate also partnered with a paranormal 
group that rented the mansion for a weekend. They’ll share 
what they found—or didn’t find—at special October events 
open to the public.

Restoring a township treasure
No one would have imagined the Felt Mansion could be such 
a hub of activity just 15 years ago. Meyer, a former teacher, 
didn’t know it existed until she and her husband stumbled 
across it during a hiking expedition through the Saugatuck 
Dunes State Park on their 2001 anniversary. The once-grand 
manor was in shambles, with boards nailed over its windows. 

“Anyone else would have dismissed it, but I fell in love 
with it at first sight,” Meyer said. “It spoke to me. I could tell 
the beautiful bones were still there, just neglected over time. 
I guess I’m just one who believes that with passion and love, 
even things that are neglected can come back to life. And 
that was true.”

Meyer learned that the 12,000-square-foot mansion was 
built in 1928 as the summer home of Dorr Felt, inventor of 
the comptometer, the first adding machine. He and his wife 
both passed away within two years of its completion, and in 
1949, their daughters sold the home to the St. Augustine 
Seminary to be used as a Catholic prep school for boys. Later, 
in the 1970s, the State of Michigan bought the property to use 
as a prison. 

When the correctional facility was shut down in the 
1990s, Laketown Township stepped in and bought the 
property for just $1. The building used as a prison was torn 
down and turned into Shore Acres Township Park, but when 
no one knew what to do with the mansion, they boarded it 
up until they could decide.

That’s where Meyer came in. Even though she’s a 
Jamestown Charter Township (Ottawa Co.) resident, 
she marched straight to the Laketown Township building 
authority and convinced them to let her recruit volunteers and 
funds to rehab the property into a wedding and event venue.

An element of fun—and a piece of history
All along, Meyer was asked if the house was haunted. She 
got her answer one night when she and her assistant were 
working late to prepare the estate for Christmas. Meyer 
carefully placed a large red rug in a bedroom, but every 
time she left and came back, the rug had been dragged to 
a different corner. After fixing it multiple times, only for it 
to be placed in another corner, she finally confronted her 
assistant, asking her, “What’s with the rug? I’m tired of 
straightening it out!” Her assistant was stunned. “I haven’t 
touched the rug,” her assistant said.

The two straightened out the rug together and spent the 
next two hours working downstairs, each not letting the 
other out of her sight. Then they slowly headed upstairs to 
the bedroom, not sure what they would find. Sure enough, 
the red rug was gone. They found it in a nearby sunroom.

Not long after that, Meyer and her husband were leaving 
the mansion one night when they noticed a light had been 

left on. They went back inside to switch it off, but once 
they were outside, the light was on again, and again, and 
again. Meyer thought it was an electrical short and called an 
electrician. The electrician couldn’t fix it—because the light 
fixture wasn’t connected to wires. It never should have turned 
on in the first place, he told them.

Sometimes, when Meyer is alone, she’s heard the sound 
of furniture moving upstairs, even when she knows no one 
is there. People who’ve rented the property say they’ve seen 
doorknobs move.

“I’ve not seen a ghost,” Meyer said, “but I don’t know how 
to explain the inexplicable.”

Not surprisingly, ghost hunters and paranormal groups 
have flocked to the mansion. One group told Meyer they 
didn’t want to know anything about the history before they 
explored the estate. Later, one group member told Meyer 
they’d communicated with a spirit who said someone died 
in this house, and there was a person beside her whose name 
started with a V. A quick conversation with the Felt family 
confirmed that a woman had in fact died there, and that a 
woman named Virginia was at her bedside.

But despite the odd activities, Meyer says she’s never felt 
afraid. If there’s a ghost at the Felt Mansion, it’s a friendly 
ghost. She believes it adds an element of fun to the estate 
and helps draw in a larger audience. If the lure of paranormal 
activity helps more people to experience a piece of history, it’s 
well worth it to Meyer.
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Inspiring tomorrow’s 
local leaders 
MTA awards Robinson Scholarship

A township intern seeking a career as a municipal manager and a master’s 
degree student looking to expand local information-sharing are this year’s 
recipients of the MTA Robert R. Robinson Memorial Scholarship. The 

one-time 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.

Making a difference
When Natalie Davenport, a senior at Central Michigan 
University (CMU) pursuing a degree in political science 
with a concentration in public and nonprofit administration, 
envisions her future, she sees Michigan communities. The 
native of Petoskey who also interns with Melrose Township 
(Charlevoix Co.) says she hopes to use her experience and 
education to help make a difference in a local community.

“I have a strong passion for representation and equality, and 
I believe I can make a major difference for not only citizens, 
but for a local community in its entirety,” said Davenport. “I 
still have a long way to go, but I am confident in my ability to 
maintain the momentum I have toward helping foster integrity 
and representation within a Michigan community.”

Dedicated to community engagement, Davenport is 
participating in state Department of Natural Resources 
meetings to develop recreation plans and activities for the 
northwestern region of Michigan, and also is involved with 
the US-131 Economic Development Strategy Regional 
Marketing Committee, which is developing recreational and 
economic activities along the US-131 corridor. She was an 
active member of CMU’s chapter of the International City/
County Management Association. 

Davenport’s scholarship essay explored a topic critical to 
townships—the “dark store” assessing theory, which distorts 
Michigan’s property tax system, drastically reducing property 
values for “big box” stores—giving them a huge tax advantage 
over smaller “Main Street” businesses in their community.
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“Due to a large number of unresolved loopholes, box 
stores are able to buy property or a vacant building, develop 
the stores, and pay the same amount as if the store were 
not operating,” she wrote. “Local communities are losing 
hundreds of thousands in tax revenue, which shifts the 
burden onto citizens and local businesses. …

“The effects of these losses may not even be felt for 
years … The lost revenue hinders local communities from 
development, expansion and prosperity. … It is important 
that the Michigan Legislature deals with this issue formally 
and efficiently due to the financial strain that has been placed 
on local communities.” 

Improving local decision-making
Improving access and sharing of information to aid in 
improved decision-making at the local level is the career 
aspiration for Birch Run Township (Saginaw Co.) resident 
Alexa Timmreck. A 4.0 Dean’s list student, Timmreck is 
pursuing a combined Bachelor of Political Science degree and 
Master of Public Administration degree at Eastern Michigan 
University. 

While interning at Citizens Research Council of 
Michigan, Timmreck completed public policy projects 
related to local government issues in Michigan, and also 
helped develop a white paper providing recommendations 
related to state revenue sharing during an independent study 

with the City of Ypsilanti. She has also interned with the 
Texas Homeless Network, conducting a needs assessment 
of local homeless coalitions and creating a toolkit to address 
identified needs, and navigate multi-sector collaboration, 
state and federal requirements, and overall best practices. 

The relationship between information accessibility and 
effective decision-making is invaluable, said Timmreck in her 
scholarship essay. 

“… It can be difficult to convince people to adopt new 
practices,” she wrote. “Change is difficult in general, and 
change can be particularly difficult in the public sector, 
where rules and public concern govern many terms of … 
activity. Collecting data that can actually be used can be a 
sensitive task. … However, I believe that thoughtful research 
and information sharing can improve the quality of local 
government activities.”

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. 
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Court decisions affecting  
Michigan’s townshipslegal review

State Boundary Commission has  
no jurisdiction to void 425 Agreements 
Clam Lake Township vs. Department of Licensing and 
Regulatory Affairs, ___ Mich. ___ (July 3, 2017)—In a victory 
for township defense against annexations, the Michigan 
Supreme Court held in a consolidated opinion involving 
two township “425 Agreements” adopted in the face of 
impending annexations of territory that the State Boundary 
Commission has no authority when reviewing an annexation 
petition to determine the validity of the agreements entered 
into under the Intergovernmental Conditional Transfer of 
Property by Contract Act, Public Act 425 of 1984,  
MCL 124.21, et seq. “Instead, the Commission may only 
make the more limited determination of whether an Act 425 
agreement is ‘in effect,’ as described by the statute, in which 
case the agreement preempts the annexation petition.”

In the other consolidated case, TeriDee LLC vs. Haring 
Charter Twp., the Court held the plain language of  
MCL 124.26(c) permits an Act 425 agreement to include 
requirements that a party enact particular zoning ordinances. 
The cases received support from MTA’s Legal Defense Fund.

Sixth Circuit upholds invocation before 
public meetings
Bormuth vs. County of Jackson, U.S. Court of Appeals, Sixth 
Circuit, (for publication) Docket No. 15-1869, Sept. 6, 2017—
The Sixth Circuit held Jackson County’s invocation practice 
is consistent with the Supreme Court’s legislative prayer 
decisions, Marsh v. Chambers, 463 U.S. 783 (1983), and Town 
of Greece v. Galloway, 134 S. Ct. 1811 (2014), and does not 
violate the Establishment Clause where, “The Board opens its 
monthly meetings with Commissioner-led prayers. Following 
a call to order, the Board’s Chairman typically requests 

Commissioners and the public alike to please ‘rise and assume 
a reverent position.’ Other variations include: ‘Everyone 
please stand. Please bow your heads’; ‘Please bow your heads 
and let us pray’; and ‘If everyone could stand and please take 
a reverent stance.’ One of the Commissioners then offers a 
prayer, which is followed by the Pledge of Allegiance, and 
then county business. The Board’s invocation practice is facially 
neutral regarding religion. On a rotating basis, each elected 
Jackson County Commissioner, regardless of his religion (or 
lack thereof), is afforded an opportunity to open a session with 
a short invocation based on the dictates of his own conscience. 
Neither other Commissioners, nor the Board as a whole, 
review or approve the content of the invocations.”

Subsidiary that is not a nonprofit entity 
cannot use nonprofit parent corporation’s  
tax exemption 
Trinity Health-Warde Lab, LLC vs. Charter Twp. of Pittsfield, 
317 Mich. App. 629 (2016)—The Court of Appeals reversed 
and remanded in favor of the township in this MTA Legal 
Defense Fund case, where the lab claiming a property tax 
exemption as a nonprofit charitable institution was neither a 
nonprofit trust under MCL 211.7r nor owned or occupied by 
a nonprofit charitable institution under MCL 211.7o.

“We conclude that the Tribunal adopted a wrong 
principle when the Tribunal allowed the Lab to use the 
tax-exempt status of its parent corporation when it is not 
itself a nonprofit entity. The Lab does not meet the statutory 
requirements for exemption under MCL 211.7r or MCL 
211.7o, and case law does not provide that a for-profit entity 
may use a nonprofit parent corporation's tax-exempt status. 
Allowing it to do so would be contrary to the plain language 
of the statutes, which require the property to be owned by the 
nonprofit organization seeking exemption.
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MSC clarifies test for charitable institution 
property tax exemption 
Baruch SLS, Inc. vs. Tittabawassee Township, ___ Mich. ___, 
June 28, 2017— In a unanimous opinion in lieu of granting 
leave to appeal, the Michigan Supreme Court clarified the 
third factor of the six-factor test established in Wexford Med 
Group vs. City of Cadillac, 474 Mich. 192 (2006) to determine 
whether an institution qualifies as “charitable” for the 
charitable institution property tax exemption. 

In this MTA Legal Defense Fund case, the Court 
held that while the third Wexford factor requires that an 
institution not offer its charity on a discriminatory basis, it 
“excludes only restrictions or conditions on charity that bear 
no reasonable relationship to a permissible charitable goal.” 
If a reasonable relationship exists, the third Wexford factor 
is satisfied. The Court vacated the Court of Appeals’ and 
Tax Tribunal’s opinions denying the exemption in part and 
remanded to the Tax Tribunal.

According to the Court syllabus, “the term ‘charitable 
institution’ is not defined in the statute, but the Wexford 
Court held that a charitable institution (1) must be a 
nonprofit institution, (2) is organized chiefly, if not solely, 
for charity, (3) does not offer its charity on a discriminatory 
basis by choosing who among the group it purports to serve 
deserves the services but rather serves any person who needs 
the particular type of charity being offered, (4) brings people’s 
minds or hearts under the influence of education or religion; 
relieves people’s bodies from disease, suffering, or constraint; 
assists people to establish themselves for life; erects or 
maintains public buildings or works; or otherwise lessens the 
burdens of government, (5) does not charge for its services 
more than what is needed for its successful maintenance, and 
(6) need not meet any monetary threshold of charity if the 
overall nature of the institution is charitable.”

“The act of charging fees for its services does not disqualify 
an organization from being classified as a charitable 
institution for purposes of MCL 211.7o and MCL 211.9 on 
the ground that it offers its services on a discriminatory basis, 
nor does the act of selecting its beneficiaries. Wexford’s fifth 
factor specifically allows a charitable institution to charge an 
amount necessary to remain financially stable. The analysis 
of a charitable institution’s fees should be conducted under 
factor five of the Wexford test rather than factor three.

“Wexford’s third factor is intended to exclude organizations 
that discriminate by imposing purposeless restrictions 
on the beneficiaries of the charity, and it accomplishes 
this goal by banning restrictions or conditions on charity 
that bear no reasonable relationship to an organization’s 
legitimate charitable goals. Whether a charitable institution 
has a permissible charitable goal is evaluated in factor four, 
which includes bringing people’s minds or hearts under the 
influence of education or religion; relieving people’s bodies 
from disease, suffering, or constraint; assisting people to 
establish themselves for life; erecting or maintaining public 

buildings or works; or otherwise lessening the burdens of 
government. If the institution’s restriction is reasonably 
related to a goal that meets this standard, then it is acceptable 
under Wexford’s third factor. The ‘reasonable relationship’ test 
should be construed quite broadly to prevent unnecessarily 
limiting the restrictions a charity may choose to place on its 
services. The relationship between the institution’s restriction 
and its charitable goal need not be the most direct or obvious, 
and any reasonable restriction that is implemented to 
further a charitable goal that passes Wexford’s fourth factor is 
acceptable.”

MSC vacates decision distinguishing between 
‘granting’ and ‘fulfilling’ FOIA request
Cramer (f/k/a Bitterman) v. Village of Oakley, ___ Mich. 
___, April 5, 2017—The Michigan Supreme Court vacated 
Part III of the Michigan Court of Appeals’ June 23, 
2016, decision in Cramer, which held that the Freedom of 
Information Act (FOIA) distinguishes between “granting” 
and “fulfilling” a FOIA request. As a result of that part of 
the opinion being vacated as moot, there is currently no such 
distinction. Under the FOIA, documents must be provided 
or made available within the initial five-day time period or 
the additional 10-business day extension specified by the act 
for responding to a FOIA request, unless the requester agrees 
in writing to a different time period.
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aroundthestate
t o w n s h i p s  i n  t h e  s p o t l i g h t

Orangeville Township (Barry Co.) was 
founded in 1847. Today’s population of 
3,311 is descended mainly from German, 

English, Dutch, Irish and Polish roots. The 
township is still primarily an agricultural 
community, and remains mindful of its rich, 
mature forest land and its water sources, including the south 
section of East Gun Lake, the Gun River and Fish Lake. It 
still holds claim to the tiny Orangeville Island, affectionately 
known as Party Island.

Orangeville’s glory days were the early 1900s. Then 
the slogan, “Come to Orangeville, the most prosperous 
place in Michigan,” held sway. The settlement began with 
George Brown in 1835. Soon, the village portion claimed a 
blacksmith, hardware store, general store, sawmill, gristmill, 
grade school, wagon shop, church and the famous Dodge 
Tavern. The old stage road from Battle Creek to Grand 
Rapids ran through the eastern portion of the township. The 
village was located on the Orangeville Creek, which runs 
between Orangeville Pond and the Gun River. Here the 
sawmill, essential for growth, took shape in 1851.

The 
township’s 
logo still 
retains a 
sketch of a 
mill with the 
words, “Down 
by the Old 
Mill Stream.”  

Orangeville Township Orangeville Township, sitting in the western border of Barry 
County, was the first forest wetland and hardwood forest 
with savanna. Too soon, it was barren. Logging ceased, and 
homes were abandoned. Government money drained the 
Gun Swamp and created onion marshes. 

Today, it’s centralized location—
being approximately 30 miles from 
either Grand Rapids, Kalamazoo 
or Battle Creek—makes it ideal 
for commuters wishing to reside in 
this picturesque rural setting. This 
community is beautiful, a great place 
for family, a good place to retire and a 
good place for recreation, whether it be 
biking, hiking, kayaking, boating, or hunting 
and fishing. Orangeville Township also takes pride in its fire 
department and well-maintained roads.

Orangeville Township takes great pleasure in its township 
hall and 3,900-square-foot community center. The facilities 
include a park area complete with playground, two ball 
diamonds, volleyball courts, pavilion, and ample space 
for other outdoor gatherings and sports. Phase I has been 
completed with a just under a half-mile walking path within 
sight and sound of the children’s playground. Phase II has 
begun, which when completed will consist of an adjoining 
nature trail.

Photos and information courtesy of Orangeville Township.
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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.

Get 50% off ALL 
MTA webcasts in 

November!
Promo code: thanks

thanks
Popular webcasts include: 
Assessment & Taxation
• Assessing Oversight: The Process
• Board of Review Training 
• Delinquent Personal Property Tax
• Fundamentals of Assessment & Taxation
• Tax Collecting

Board Essentials
• Building a Better Budget 
• Cemetery Management
• Effectively Exercising Board Authority
• Legal Pitfalls in Human Resources
• Meeting Misconceptions
• Governing an Accountable Fire Department

Financial
• Accounting & Payroll
• Exploring Revenue Sources
• Special Assessment Procedures
• Spending Public Money

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

New Officials Training
• Getting Started Right
• Sessions for each office

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
• Utilizing Strategic Planning
• Township Finances—coming soon!

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).  
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