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2216 A tale of two townships— 
 Community events foster local pride 
 Festivals and local events attract tourists, boost the local economy, and— 
 as shown by two of Michigan’s Clinton Townships—are the perfect place to  
 showcase what’s truly unique and special about your township. 

24 ‘One of our own’: Township remembers ‘Greatest’ resident
 For 30 years, boxing legend and humanitarian Muhammad Ali and his family  
 called one southwest Michigan township home. After his passing in June, the  
 community mourned the death of their friend and neighbor.

26 Legal defense: MTA fund supports cases with  
 statewide impact  
 See what cases of statewide significance recently received Legal Defense  
 Fund support from the MTA Board of Directors.  

mta officers
President
Doug Mansfield, Supervisor
Union Township 
(Grand Traverse Co.)

First Vice President
Diane Randall, Supervisor
Roscommon Township 
(Roscommon Co.) 

Second Vice President
Ken Gauthier, Supervisor
Sanborn Township (Alpena Co.)

Treasurer
Jeff Sorensen, Supervisor
Cooper Charter Township  
(Kalamazoo Co.)

Secretary
Peter Kleiman, Supervisor
Harris Township  
(Menominee Co.)

Immediate Past President
Linda Preston, Supervisor
Pokagon Township (Cass Co.)

past presidents
Doug Merchant, Supervisor
Arcada Township (Gratiot Co.)

Denny Olson, Supervisor
Breitung Charter Township
(Dickinson Co.)

Bill Renn, Supervisor
Chandler Township (Huron Co.)

editorial & design
Publisher G. Lawrence Merrill 
Editor Jennifer Fiedler
Advertising Manager Ashley Maher
Staff Writer Bethany Mauger
Printer Foresight Group, Lansing

mission statement
The Michigan Townships Association 
advances local democracy by fostering 
township leadership and public policy 
essential for a strong and vibrant 
Michigan.

contents TownshipFocusMichigan
SEPTEMBER 2016

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

Local democracy 
built on informed 
voters, high 
participation

page 3

Township remembers 
its ‘Greatest’  
resident
page 24

MTA Legal Defense 
Fund supports 
cases with statewide 
impact
page 26

A tale of two townships

Community 
events foster 

local pride

Official Publication of 
the Michigan Townships 
Association

16

September 2016   |    Volume 4, Number 8  

featured articles

3 Local View 

4 News & Notes 

9 Financial Forum

10 Hello, MTA ... ? 

12 Inside Lansing

14 Capitol Close-up

22 Knowledge Center

28 Around the State 

in this issue

Thank 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

CELEBRATING

50
years

1966 to 2016

2016 marks Burnham & Flower’s
50th anniversary specializing 
in serving Michigan townships.
Throughout our history we’ve
learned what is important to 
public officials like yourself 
and have made it our ongoing  
commitment to provide you with
unparalleled service and expertise.

We’re proud of the relationships
we have developed and accom-
plishments we have achieved
working with you over the past 
50 years. It is with our sincere 
appreciation and gratitude that we
extend to you a heartfelt…

26

24



2   SEPTEMBER 2016  |  township focus 

mta board of directors
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Jim Nankervis, Ishpeming Township (Marquette Co.), Dist. 2
Peter Kleiman, Harris Township (Menominee Co.), Dist. 3 
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William White, Elk Rapids Township (Antrim Co.), Dist. 6
Ken Gauthier, Sanborn Township (Alpena Co.), Dist. 7
Susanne Courtade, East Bay Charter Township  
   (Grand Traverse Co.), Dist. 8
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Yulanda Bellingar, Morton Township (Mecosta Co.), Dist. 12
Dennis Bragiel, Kawkawlin Township (Bay Co.), Dist. 13
Lawrence Krohn, Oliver Township (Huron Co.), Dist. 14 
Joel Hondorp, Byron Township (Kent Co.), Dist. 15
Kevin Beeson, Pine River Township (Gratiot Co.), Dist. 16
Joanne Boehler, James Township (Saginaw Co.), Dist. 17
Bill Deater, Grant Township (St. Clair Co.), Dist. 18
MTA Executive Committee member-at-large 

Jeff Sorensen, Cooper Charter Township (Kalamazoo Co.), Dist. 19
Patti Jo Schafer, Eagle Township (Clinton Co.), Dist. 20
Pauline Bennett, Addison Township (Oakland Co.), Dist. 21
Barbara Rose, Covert Township (Van Buren Co.), Dist. 22
Donald Rogers, Coldwater Township (Branch Co.), Dist. 23
Al Boggs, Rome Township (Lenawee Co.), Dist. 24
Lance Schuhmacher, Oceola Township (Livingston Co.), Dist. 25

To find your MTA District, visit www.michigantownships.org  
or call (517) 321-6467.

postal requirements
Michigan Township Focus serves as the medium for the exchange 
of ideas and information for the elected and appointed officials 
of Michigan townships. The views expressed and the material 
presented by the contributors and advertisers are not to be 
construed as having the endorsement of the officers, board 
of directors, staff or membership of the Michigan Townships 
Association nor represent the views or positions of said parties 
unless specifically so stated. 

Michigan Township Focus, Issue 8 September 2016 (ISSN 2330-
9652), is published monthly, except for a combined January/
February issue. MTA membership provides a subscription to 
township board members, the manager/superintendent, planning 
commission chairperson and township attorney. Member 
counties also receive subscriptions for elected officials, the 
equalization director and road commission chairperson. Annual 
membership dues include $30 for a one-year subscription to 
Michigan Township Focus. Additional member subscriptions are 
available for $30 per year. Subscription rate for residents and 
firms in member townships is $40 per year (schools and libraries 
may subscribe for $30 a year). 

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

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

Michigan Township Focus, © 2016  
Michigan Townships Association, all rights reserved.

Burnham & Flower  
Insurance Group
315 S. Kalamazoo Mall 
Kalamazoo, MI 49007 
(800) 748-0554 
www.bfgroup.com
See ad on inside front 
cover.

Municipal Employees’ 
Retirement System  
of Michigan
1134 Municipal Way 
Lansing, MI 48917 
(517) 703-9030 
www.mersofmich.com
See ad on page 21. 

Michigan Township  
Participating Plan
1700 Opdyke Ct. 
Auburn Hills, MI 48326 
(248) 371-3657 
www.theparplan.com
See ad on back cover. 

Ted Hartleb Agency,  
An EMC Insurance 
Company
5840 King Hwy.
Kalamazoo, MI 49048
(269) 385-5911
www.hartlebagency.com
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458 W. South St.
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www.michigan
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Saginaw, MI 48602
(989) 791-5608
www.consumers 
energy.com

Fahey Schultz Burzych 
Rhodes PLC
4151 Okemos Rd.
Okemos, MI 48864
(517) 381-0100
www.fsblawyers.com

Foster, Swift, Collins 
& Smith, PC
313 S. Washington Sq.
Lansing, MI 48933-2193
(517) 371-8100
www.fosterswift.com

ITC Holdings Corp.
27175 Energy Way
Novi, MI 48377
(248) 946-3000
www.itc-holdings.com

Mika Meyers PLC
900 Monroe Ave. NW
Grand Rapids, MI 49503
(616) 632-8000
www.mikameyers.com
See ad on page 11. 
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Carlisle Wortman 
Associates, Inc. 
605 S. Main St., #1 
Ann Arbor, MI 48104
(734) 662-2200
www.cwaplan.com
See ad on page 19.

David Chapman Agency
5700 W. Mt. Hope Hwy.
Lansing, MI 48917
(517) 321-4600
www.davidchapman
agency.com

DTE Energy
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Nickel & Saph, Inc. 
Insurance Agency
44 Macomb Place
Mount Clemens, MI 48043
(586) 463-4573
www.nickelsaph.com

Rizzo Environmental 
Services
6200 Elmridge
Sterling Heights, MI 48313
(586) 354-2352
www.rizzoservices.com

SAFEbuilt/LSL Planning,  
A SAFEbuilt Company
3755 Precision Dr.,  
Ste. 140
Loveland, CO 80538
(970) 292-2205
www.safebuilt.com

Thrun Law Firm, PC
2900 West Rd.,  
Ste. 400
East Lansing, MI 48823  
(517) 484-8000
www.thrunlaw.com

Tyler Technologies
1194 Oak Valley Dr., 
Ste. 150
Ann Arbor, MI 48108
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www.tylertech.com

Wade Trim
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www.wadetrim.com
See ad on page 15.
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Contrary to the conventional perception that they 
oppose tax increases, Michigan voters across the 
state demonstrated their support and trust in local 

democracy at the August primary election by approving most 
of the 850 ballot proposals for local property tax renewals and 

increases, according to Michigan 
Information and Research Service 
(MIRS).

Some 141 out of 167 township 
tax increases were approved  
(84 percent), and 90 out of 116 tax 
increases (78 percent) requested by 
other local entities were approved, 
according to a list developed by 
Gongwer News Service.

Funding a generally accepted 
level of local government services is an important partnership 
between elected leaders and voters. Local democracy requires, 
and voters expect, that public servants appropriately frame 
issues and supply information and context that is essential 
to make informed decisions. Consequently, contrary to the 
intent of the unconstitutional “gag order” law, laws must 
facilitate ballot question information sharing essential for 
local leaders and voters to trust each other and to make 
informed decisions. 

Most worrisome, the local democracy partnership 
continues to be threatened by the possibility that the 
Michigan Legislature will re-adopt the “gag rule” to impede 
the flow of election information from public servants to 
voters. The record shows that local officials overwhelmingly 
respect current campaign finance laws. 

Local democracy also requires voter participation in 
sufficient numbers that election outcomes reflect the greater 
public will. Michigan laws must encourage maximum voter 
participation for election decisions to reflect the broadest 
spectrum of voter viewpoints and values. However, anemic 
turnout rates of around 19 percent of eligible voters indicate 
that increasing voter turnout should be an important public 
policy objective.   

The high rate of approvals for tax increases likely indicates 
voters generally trust their township officials when they say 
that a tax increase is necessary, while some of the failed ballot 
proposals were placed on the ballot to clarify community 
priorities. Almost 45 percent of all of the township-
requested tax increases were for public safety-related services 

Larry Merrill
MTA Executive Directorlocal view

Local democracy built on knowledgeable voters, 
high voter participation

including ambulances, fire department operations and capital 
outlays; three ballot proposals were to increase taxes for law 
enforcement. The highest millage (a rate of $1 per $1,000 of 
property valuation) request approved was for six mills to fund 
both fire and police, while failed millage requests were for 
amounts ranging from a half to one mill. The average public 
safety millage increase request was slightly under .92 mills, 
but multiple approved public safety tax increases were for two 
or more mills.

Road maintenance and construction funding represented 
22 percent of township tax increase ballot proposals, which 
enjoyed an 89 percent passing rate. The average rate of the 
approved increases was 1.19 mills, but a number of millage 
requests exceeding two mills were also approved; the highest 
request approved was for five mills. Three out of the five 
failed millage requests were for a mill, one was for two mills 
and one was for 2.7 mills.

Due to rising costs, voters should expect to see more 
requests to raise tax rates to keep local government services 
at current levels. Michigan local governments cope with 
revenue restrictions that are among the most draconian in the 
country and with revenue streams that do not reflect rising 
property valuations. Absent reforms, property tax revenue 
will continue to stagnate and be generated disproportionately 
from new construction and properties under new ownership. 
Expansion of property tax exemptions and “dark store” 
valuation favoritism place additional burdens on property 
owners who receive no special tax treatments. 

Township governments’ other major revenue source, state 
shared revenues, also offers little relief to property taxpayers. 
Additional sales tax exemptions currently under state 
legislative consideration would further erode tax collections 
that fund state shared revenue distributions to townships 
and other local governments. Sharing state revenue growth 
with local governments would also ease pressures to increase 
property taxes to keep local government revenue sufficient to 
deliver the programs and services that taxpayers desire and 
expect.
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a  c o m p e n d i u m  o f  n o t e w o r t h y  i t e m s

CHEERS

Local officials celebrate state-of-the-art 
water treatment plant
Township officials in Bay County are toasting a new, state-
of-the-art water treatment facility providing high-quality 
hydration to area residents. They were joined by county and 
city officials, as well as state Rep. Charles Brunner (D-Bay 
City), at a grand opening celebration held this summer to 
commemorate the Bay Area Water Treatment Plant (WTP). 

The local leaders are equally proud of the collaborative 
effort it took to make the $59.9 million plant, which delivers 
millions of gallons of clear, fresh water to faucets in more 
than a dozen municipalities, a reality. 

“This plant is the biggest membrane filtration water plant in 
Michigan,” said Dennis Bragiel, Kawkawlin Township (Bay 
Co.) supervisor and MTA District 13 director. “This was a 
joint venture with 10 townships, three cities and the county.”  

Those municipalities created a “shared-governance” 
plan for the new plant, which is overseen by a committee 
of stakeholders made up of officials from each of the 
participating entities. Said Tom Paige, director for the Bay 
County Department of Water and Sewer, “No new units or 
layers of government were created for this plant. Instead, a 
successful ‘Bay Area’ model agreement was achieved whereby 
it was determined how best to construct, finance and operate 
the new Bay Area WTP within the current government 
structures in Bay County. Truly, this is a partnership that is 
unprecedented in the Bay area.” 

The plant, which began water production toward the end 
of summer last year, uses state-of-the-art membrane filtration 
technology to filter up to 17.4 million gallons of water 
per day to 19 public water supply systems serving roughly 
100,000 customers. The water is supplied from Lake Huron.

Construction on the facility began in 2013. Project 
costs were funded through the Bay County Board of 
Commissioners, including three low-interest Drinking Water 
Revolving Fund (DWRF) loans and a Local Government 
Loan Program loan. The DWRF provided $34 million in 
loans, with $7.46 million in principal forgiveness—in essence 
a grant, due to the green elements of the project such as the 
membrane system.

“There is a new awareness in Michigan and the country 
that has underscored the critical importance of a high-quality 
public water supply to the public health of a community,” said 
Paige, who is also a Williams Charter Township (Bay Co.) 
trustee. “I truly believe that this facility places the Bay area 
community in a great position with a high-quality public water 
supply for many years to come. The Bay Area WTP produces 
awesome water for our customers.”  

EDUCATING YOUTH

Township officials can head  
back to school this fall, too!
It’s back-to-school time—not just for kids but for township 
officials, too! Township officials can make great strides in 
educating students about the importance of local government, 
simply by visiting a classroom, and discussing their role as an 
elected official and the role of townships in Michigan. 

Local officials can help spread the message of what 
township government is—and how it impacts life each day 
in local communities. September provides the perfect time to 
call or email your local school superintendent or government 
teacher to let them know you are available as a resource. 
Offer to make a presentation about township government. 
Remember: Even if you have been invited to make a 
presentation in the past, it may take persistence to remind a 
teacher that you are available to visit the class year after year.

By initiating this contact, students will have an important 
opportunity to engage in a dialogue with you about your 
various roles and responsibilities as a township official and 
the day-to-day operations of the form of government that 
represents more than 50 percent of Michigan’s residents.

While in the classroom, discuss topics that students can 
relate to. Talk about the fire and police protection, library 
services and even local roads. No one likes potholes—
especially teenagers who are driving in their first car. The 
goal is to leave the students with a greater understanding of 
the local government that impacts their daily lives. 

Whatever the method, the important part is that you 
actively share your love for local government with the next 
generation. As an elected township official, you are the 
expert on township government. So use that expertise and 
go back to school this fall—and throughout the year as well. 
Your efforts can have an impact on the life of a student.

Need some more ideas? For tools to take into the 
classroom, visit www.michigantownships.org/curricula.asp.
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a  c o m p e n d i u m  o f  n o t e w o r t h y  i t e m s

If you are a planner, local o�cial, municipal attorney, 
zoning administrator, or citizen involved in sign 
ordinances, you must have this guidebook!

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

signs, political signs, and many more 

Purchase your 
Michigan Sign Guidebook for $35

online at www.scenicmichigan.org

The most important Michigan Sign 
Regulation Guidebook in 20 years!

IN THE KNOW

New guidance helps locals  
navigate federal overtime rule
The U.S. Department of Labor’s  
(DOL) final rule updating 
overtime regulations goes into 
effect Dec. 1, 2016. The rule 
does apply to local governments, 
including townships. The DOL 
has issued a guidance document to 
help local governments navigate 
the new rule. 

Access or download a PDF 
of the guide, Guidance on the 
Overtime Final Rule and State 
and Local Governments, from 
MTA’s “Employee Wage and 
Hour Information” Web page, on the members-only section 
of www.michigantownships.org. Access via the “Index of 
Topics” under the “Answer Center” tab. It is also available on 
www.dol.gov/featured/overtime, in the right-hand column. 

The final rule focuses primarily on updating the salary and 
compensation levels needed for executive, administrative and 
professional workers to be exempt from overtime pay. The 
final rule will:

• Raise the salary threshold indicating eligibility from 
$455/week to $913 ($47,476 per year).

• Automatically update the salary threshold every three 
years, based on wage growth over time.

• Set the total annual compensation requirement for highly 
compensated employees subject to a minimal duties test 
to the annual equivalent of the 90th percentile of full-
time salaried workers nationally ($134,004)

• Strengthen overtime protections for salaried workers 
already entitled to overtime.

Future automatic updates to those thresholds will occur 
every three years, beginning on January 1, 2020.

LOCAL UPDATES FROM ACROSS MICHIGAN

Township happenings
Children, up to age 18, were able to receive a free lunch 

this summer in Mason Township (Cass Co.), through a 
program provided by the Constantine School District. Meals, 
which were also available for adults for a small charge, were 
served Monday through Friday in the township hall parking 
lot. The program was open to all area residents.

Georgetown Charter Township’s (Ottawa Co.) new 
senior center, GT Connections, hosted a community open 
house recently to showcase the new facility. The senior 
center offers a variety of social, recreational and educational 
activities to seniors in the community. 
Email YOUR Township Happenings to jenn@michigantownships.org. Add MTA 
to your newsletter mailing list! Mail to MTA, Attn. Jenn Fiedler, PO Box 80078, 
Lansing, MI 48908-0078, or email to jenn@michigantownships.org.

PLANNINGMICHIGAN 2016
October 26-28, 2016 | planningmi.org

KA
LA

M
A
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O

Informed township offi  cials make better decisions. 
The Michigan Association of Planning’s annual conference, 
Planning Michigan 2016 is attended by over 500 Michigan 
land use leaders.  Sessions customized for township leaders: 
• New Legal Requirements for Sign Ordinances
• Incorporating Green Infrastruture 
• Capital Improvements Plans -What Everyone Should Know
Plus, take the MSU Extension Citizen Planner Program 
in only three days. Learn more at www.planningmi.org.
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Participation in the Allied Service Provider program does not constitute or 
imply MTA’s endorsement of the company or its products/services. For more 
information, see Mika Meyers’ ad on page 11, turn to the Allied Service 
Provider Index on page 2 or visit www.michigantownships.org/asp.asp.

profile

Mika Meyers PLC

Serving townships for  
more than 60 years

Mika Meyers PLC is privileged to serve the Michigan 
Townships Association and its member townships as an 
Allied Service Provider. Located in Grand Rapids for more 
than 60 years, the firm represents numerous Michigan 
townships and other municipal entities. The firm also has 
offices in Caledonia, Rockford and Manistee. During this 
time, Mika Meyers PLC has been engaged as general or 
special legal counsel to represent the interests of more 
than 100 townships located throughout the state on a 
wide range of challenging legal matters. 

Many of Mika Meyers’ township clients have been 
active in the Michigan Townships Association. The firm 
has been honored to work over the years with numerous 
townships whose elected officials have served on the 
MTA Board of Directors, including five presidents of the 
Association. 

Continuing education is critical in our ever-changing 
world. The Michigan Townships Association serves a vital 
educational function for Michigan townships. Similarly, 
Mika Meyers’ local government lawyers keep abreast 
of changes in state and federal law and judicial and 
administrative decisions that impact townships and their 
elected officials. Mika Meyers PLC is proud to support the 
continuing education of its township clients, their elected 
officials and the members of the Association through our 
involvement as an Allied Service Provider. 

Conversations on  
Community Connection
Community Connection, MTA’s members-only 
social networking site, is an innovative way for township 
officials to come together to discuss best practices and share 
ideas. 

Think of it like “Facebook for township officials.” 
Community Connection is a password-protected social 
networking site created 
exclusively for MTA-
member township 
officials—putting you in 
touch with a community 
of colleagues who share 
similar experiences, 
insights, problems 
and solutions, as 
Michigan’s local leaders. 
Connect with fellow 
township officials, post 
a question—or provide 
an answer, and share 
sample documents, with 
the privacy of a site that’s 
just for MTA’s member 
township officials. 

Recent Community discussions include: 
• blight ordinances
• industrial facilities exemption
• public comment at township board meetings
• establishing a brownfield authority
• property tax collection 
There are groups exclusively for each elected township 

office, where you can network and discuss questions and 
issues specific to your office. In addition, we invite you to join 
the MTA Community group, which is open to all elected and 
appointed officials from MTA, and is the ideal place to post 
a discussion that has broad applicability across the township 
landscape. Members with common interests can also form 
special groups for specific individuals or to delve deeper into 
subject matter that is more specific to their needs, such as the 
“Planning & Zoning” group.

You can access Community Connection from the log-in 
page for MTA’s members-only website. If you are already 
logged in, click the “Community Connection” tab in the blue 
bar at the top of the page. After logging in, click on the 
green “CC” icon in the left-hand column. To join the MTA 
Community group, search “MTA Community” under the 
“Groups” tab, then click the green plus sign. 

For tips on getting started, check out our how-to 
guide, at https://www.michigantownships.org/downloads/
community_connection_how_to.pdf.      

Recent frequent 
contributors

Mary Wagner, treasurer, 
Greenland Township  
(Ontonagon Co.) 

Robert Hall, zoning 
administrator, Everett Township 
(Newaygo Co.) 

Max Engle, Clerk, Chocolay 
Charter Township (Marquette Co.)

Alex Arends, Supervisor,  
Alpine Township (Kent Co.)

Marlene Golovich, Clerk,  
Hayes Township (Charlevoix Co.)
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Access this—and hundreds of additional pages of online township resources—on 
the members-only section of MTA’s website. To log in, click on “Member Login” in the 
upper right-hand corner of the www.michigantownships.org home page, and enter your 
username and password. After logging in, access the page via the “Index of Topics” 
under the “Answer Center” tab. Questions? Email website@michigantownships.org.

Wireless Communications
Wireless communications and cellular towers can be a 

confusing issue. What regulations and laws impact  
township regulation of these systems and structures?  

Access information and resources on MTA’s  
“Wireless Communications” webpage. 

www.michigantownships.org 
Featured Web page

 

Retiring from local government? We’re 
looking for your MTA, township memories
With the November election approaching, MTA knows that 
many long-serving township officials will be retiring from 
public office. If you are one of those individuals, we’d like to 
honor you in Township Focus and other MTA publications. 
Email your name, township (and county), along with position 
and years of service to jenn@michigantownships.org. Please 
also share some of your township or MTA memories, or advice 
to new officials. Thank you!  

 

mta events | September

8
Creating a Vision for Your Township  and  
Linking with the Community workshops,  
Frankenmuth

27 MTA On The Road regional meeting, Frankenmuth

28 MTA On The Road regional meeting, Chelsea

29 MTA On The Road regional meeting, Kalamazoo

30 MTA On The Road regional meeting, Lansing

Correction—The Les Cheneaux Islands, in Clark Township 
(Mackinac Co.), are located in Lake Huron. The July cover 
story incorrectly placed them in Lake Superior. We regret  
the error. 
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SEPTEMBER

By 1  Post-primary 
campaign statements due. 
Books closed Aug. 22. 

9 Final date townships 
can establish, move or  
abolish a polling place for  
the Nov. 8 general election.  
(MCL 168.662)

14 Summer taxes due. 
(MCL 211.107)

Interest of 1 percent per 
month will accrue if the 
payment is late for the State 
Education Tax and county 
taxes that are part of the 
summer tax collection. (MCLs 
211.905b(9) and 211.44a(6))

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

By 24 Delivery 
of military and overseas 
absentee voter ballots for 
the Nov. 8 general election 
must begin by this date. 
All requests received from 
a military or overseas voter 
since Nov. 4, 2015, must 
be honored for all 2016 
elections. (MCL 168.759a)

Dates and deadlines  
for townships

County clerks deliver absentee 
voter ballots for the Nov. 8 
general election to local clerks. 
(MCL 168.714)

29 through Oct. 18. 
Precinct inspectors for the 
Nov. 8 general election  
appointed by township 
election commissions. (MCL 
168.674) 

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

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

OCTOBER 

By 4  Notice 
of close of registration for 
the Nov. 8 general election 
published. (MCL 168.498)

11 Last date to 
register for the Nov. 8 general 
election. (MCL 168.497)

14 The assessor 
reports the status of real and 
personal industrial facility 
tax property to STC. (MCL 
207.567(2))

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

The assessor’s annual report  
of the determination made 
under MCL 207.783(1) to 
each taxing unit that levies 

taxes upon property in the 
local governmental unit 
in which a new facility or 
rehabilitated facility is located 
and to each holder of the 
Neighborhood Enterprise Zone 
certificate. (MCL 207.783(2))

By 28  Pre-
general campaign statements 
filed. Books closed Oct. 23. 

28 Write-in 
candidates file declaration of 
intent forms for the Nov. 8 
general election by 4 p.m. 
(MCL 168.737a) 

By 29 County 
clerks deliver remainder of 
ballots and election supplies 
for the Nov. 8 general 
election to local clerks. (MCL 
168.714)

Get started today at 
bsasoftware.com 

( 8 5 5 )  B S A - S O F T

98%
2%

Discover why the vast majority of Michigan 
Townships experience the BS&A difference.
Financial Management Suite • Community Development Suite

Assessing & Property Tax Suite • AccessMyGov Online Services
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experience
   knowledge
       integrity

Governmental Accounting

Auditing

Financial Consulting 
Services

             PSLZ, llp
Certified Public Accountants

1034 West Ann Arbor Trail
Plymouth, MI 48170

Ph. 734.453.8770        Fax. 734.453.0312

David Williamson, CPA
PSLZ, LLP, Plymouth financial forum

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

Donor benefits may consist of tangible or intangible 
benefits. Intangible benefits might include admission to 
a museum or other facility, invitations to purchase tickets 
to events not available to the general public, discounts on 
purchases, parking in a reserved lot on football Saturdays, 
etc. Tangible benefits can include food/meals, mementos, 
pictures, shirts, etc. 

These valuations are not based on the cost of the event to 
the organization (e.g., the township), but on the value the 
donor receives. For example:

A golf tournament is held to provide funds for park 
equipment. Donors receive a round of golf with a cart, a 
boxed lunch, a gift bag, and dinner and two drink tickets. 
Entry fees are $175 for an individual, $700 for a four-person 
team, and hole sponsorships are $2,000, which includes a 
four-person team. 

The club normally charges $55 for a round of golf, but is 
only charging $35 for the tournament. The box lunch is $8. A 
gift bag contains donated items, which are valued at $60. The 
dinner is catered in the township hall, at $44 per person. The 
bar is sponsored, though drink tickets are valued at $10 each. 

Tallying the above benefits, the donor benefit for a $175 
registration is $177. There is no charitable component of the 
benefit. If a prize drawing is held, the balance of the ticket 
over the value of tangible benefits received is considered the 
value of the chance to win a prize and there is no gift for the 
donor/purchaser. The event sponsors’ payments of $2,000 
are recorded as gifts with a $700 benefit (four tickets at $175 
each) and a $1,300 gift. 

This information must be conveyed to event participants 
of the event, often on the event ticket or acknowledgement of 
sponsorship.

Thanks to Auburn University Foundation for the use of their 
materials.   

A resident would like to make 
a cash contribution to our 
township's recreation program, 
and wants to receive a tax 

deduction on his individual income tax 
return. Is this possible?
Yes, contributions to township are deductible on an 
individual's personal income tax, if they are used for a  
“public purpose.” 

The amount deductible is subject to certain limitations 
based on an individual’s adjusted gross income. It is 
recommended that township officials refrain from giving  
tax advice, but rather refer donors to IRS Publication 526  
for guidance. Information is available on www.irs.gov.

Are there specific IRS-required 
receipts that we must issue for 
these contributions?
There are specific acknowledgement procedures 

for monetary donations and donations of property that 
the IRS requires in order for individuals to receive a tax 
deduction. For cash contributions, which includes cash 
payments, checks, credit cards and payroll withholding, the 
following documentation must be provided by the township:

1. The documentation must be written, and include the 
amount of cash contributed, and whether the township 
gave the donor any goods or services as a result of 
the contribution, other than certain token items or 
membership benefits. 

2. The donor must receive the receipt on or before the 
earlier of the date the donor files the return for the 
year of the contribution, or the due date, including 
extensions, for filing the return. 

These are necessary for the donor to receive a tax benefit on 
their income tax return, for cash contributed in excess of $250.

We would like to have a fund-
raiser to raise funds for park 
equipment. Will registration 
fees be tax-deductible?

IRS regulations require that a charitable organization make  
a “good faith” effort to value the benefits a donor receives as  
a result of a donation, and to disclose a description and 
amount to the donor. While this sounds simple, in practice  
it can require judgment calls and estimates, and can be a 
time-consuming process. 
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When should a person elected to 
a township office in November 
take the oath of office?
Every person elected in November to a 

township office must take the oath of office before assuming 
the office in the new term, including persons re-elected to 
office. 

The earliest that an official may assume office is with the 
beginning of the new township term of office at noon on 
Nov. 20, 2016. An official may take the oath before that 
time, but cannot assume office until that time. 

If a person who is elected or re-elected to the township 
board does not qualify for office by taking the oath before 
Jan. 1, 2017, then that position is vacant on Jan. 1, and the 
township board has 45 calendar days to appoint to fill the 
vacancy. The board may choose to appoint the person who 
was elected but failed to take the oath in time. A person 
appointed to fill a vacancy created by their failure to take the 
oath serves the remainder of the term, without having to run 
in the mid-term election.

Who performs the duties of the 
office if a person elected to a 
position on the township board 
does not take the oath of office 

right away?
Between the certification of the election and Jan. 1, 2017, 
the person who held the office going into the election “holds 
over” in the office until the person elected takes the oath and 
assumes the office. The person “holding over” is still holding 
office and has the same statutory authorities until the person 
elected qualifies for office by taking the oath, or Dec. 31, 2016, 
if the person elected fails to take the oath.

A person “holding over” is still entitled to the salary of the 
office (as established in the salary resolution), pro-rated to 
the day the new person takes the oath or Dec. 31, 2016. If 
the person elected does not qualify for office, the position is 
vacant on Jan. 1, 2017.

What can a township do to 
ensure a smooth transition if 
any new board members are 
elected in November?

Depending on which official is new, the following steps 
should be taken:

• An outgoing official must, by law, turn over to his 

or her successor all of the paper records, digital files 
(including email), computer passwords, keys, equipment 
and other materials related to the office he or she held 
(including township records on private computers or 
devices). This should be done after the county board 
of canvassers certifies the election and notifies the 
candidates, and certainly once the successor has taken 
the oath of office. Note: All documents, records or files 
created while in office are township property, and the 
willful withholding or destruction of township books, 
papers or records is a misdemeanor, punishable by up 
to two years in prison or a fine of up to $1,000. (MCL 
750.491) 

• New treasurers should notify each banking institution 
that does business with the township that the previous 
treasurer’s signature is no longer valid. Establish the 
new official’s signature as the one of record. The same 
applies to a new deputy treasurer. (If the bank also 
requires the clerk/deputy clerk’s signature on the bank 
cards, update those as well, although the clerk or deputy 
clerk’s signature should never be honored by the bank.)

• The clerk and treasurer are each required by law to 
appoint a deputy as soon as possible after taking the 
oath of office. The supervisor has the option to appoint 
a deputy. A deputy must also take the oath of office.

• A treasurer, deputy treasurer, clerk or constable must 
be bonded before taking the oath of office. Contact the 
township’s bond insurance representative immediately 
after the election is certified to add new names to the 
bond. Some companies offer a “blanket” bond that 
covers all township employees who handle funds.

• An “exit” audit of township finances is not required 
simply because township offices have changed hands. A 
township board may choose at any time to contract to 
have an audit done if there are concerns about financial 
irregularities, but it will be in addition to any regularly 
scheduled audit and will have an additional cost.

• If township mail is received at an official’s home, fill out 
a change of address card for the post office to ensure 
that mail will be forwarded to the appropriate new 
official.

• Give new officials copies of any policy manuals or 
documents explaining township procedures.

• Notify MTA so we can ensure that new officials receive 
Township Focus, Township Insights, Township Voice, 
workshop brochures and other appropriate information. 
Clerks: MTA will send a form to all clerks in 
November to update MTA’s database and directory. 

• Most importantly, welcome a new board member to 
the township “team” as a colleague and an equal on the 
board, regardless of political differences or experience. 

Catherine Mullhaupt,   
MTA Staff Attorneyhello, MTA ... ? 
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recommends that a board take a prudent approach and use 
a similar prohibition on appointing the same relatives of the 
supervisor.  

At least two-thirds of the board of review members must be 
property taxpayers of the township. (MCL 211.28) Michigan 
Election Law (MCL 168.342) requires all members to be 
taxpayers, however, the State Tax Commission has stated 
that is not necessary. MTA Legal Counsel suggests taking a 
prudent approach.

Alternate members may be appointed: MCL 211.28 
authorizes a township board to appoint not more than two 
alternate members for the same term as regular members of 
the board of review. An alternate member may be called to 
perform the duties of a regular member of the board of review 
in the absence of a regular member. An alternate member may 
also be called to perform the duties of a regular member of the 
board of review for the purpose of reaching a decision in issues 
protested in which a regular member has abstained for reasons 
of conflict of interest.

The new person may look at the job with an entirely 
new perspective. Sitting board members may be 
comfortable with each other and may have developed an 
understanding of how they work together, but adding 
a new member can be a positive opportunity to explore 
why you do what you do.  

Must current board of review 
members be reappointed by 
the township board if we want 
them to continue in the new 

board of review term?
Yes. All current appointments to every township board of 
review will expire on Dec. 31, 2016. 

Every township board must appoint a new board of review 
for the new two-year term that begins Jan. 1, 2017. Both new 
and previously appointed board of review members must be 
appointed and take the oath of office within 10 days after 
appointment. 

Under MCL 211.28, a member of the township board 
may not serve on the board of review or fill any vacancy. 

A spouse, mother, father, sister, brother, son or daughter, 
including an adopted child, of the assessor is not eligible to 
serve on the board or fill any vacancy. MTA Legal Counsel 

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.

900 Monroe NW Grand Rapids, MI 49503  (616) 632-8000       mikameyers.com

Legal counsel that helps local government work effectively.

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

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

diverse as zoning and land use planning, bond issues, special assessments, tax increment financing, DDAs and 

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

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

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

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

MTA Magazine Ad.indd   1 8/10/15   10:11 AM
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inside Lansing Legislative and political updates—and 
the impact on local government

With every year that passes, townships face dwindling 
revenue and authority.

The Michigan Legislature continues to pass bills 
that chip away at townships’ primary sources of revenue—
property taxes and revenue sharing. At the same time, dozens 
of bills are signed into law that remove townships’ ability to 
enact certain ordinances.

This year is no different. As the current legislative session 
winds to a close this fall, lawmakers potentially will consider 
well over 60 bills that undermine township funding or 
authority in a wide variety of ways.  

In Michigan, townships and other local units of 
government are creatures of the state, with limited powers 
that are expressly conferred upon them by state Constitution 
or state statute or that are necessarily implied. Because 
townships are so dependent on state aid for revenue, basic 
services can be threatened when that revenue takes a hit.

The constitutional revenue sharing that all townships 
receive has seen only limited growth in recent years. And 
of the 1,240 townships in the state, just 134 receive City, 
Village and Township (CVT) revenue sharing. Property tax 
growth is also constrained or limited due to a combination 
of declining property valuations and a cumulative effect of 
Headlee rollbacks and Proposal A.

Meanwhile, the Legislature has passed numerous bills 
that further undermine township funding. When a new law 
provides yet another property or sales tax exemption, such as 
the property tax exemption for disabled veterans, townships 
and local units must shoulder the burden—without help 
from the state and without any voice. The Senate and House 
are considering still more property tax exemptions for 
sportsmen’s clubs, property used for Masonic purposes and 
by nonprofit organizations, as well as multiple expansions 
of the disabled veterans exemption. For many townships, 
the continued erosion of revenue will hinder their ability to 
purchase new fire equipment, hire or retain police officers, or 
continue to offer or enhance important services valuable to 
their residents.

Township authority has a long history of being 
undermined by new state laws, and the current list of bills 
being considered by the Legislature is no different. Earlier 
this year, the governor signed a law that prohibited local units 
from providing factual information on local ballot questions 
during a certain time period. A consent judgment has 
since rendered that section of law unenforceable. Now, the 
Legislature is considering prohibitions on local ordinances 
on everything from dog breeds to bed bugs to immigration 
sanctuaries. Still other bills would unzone school property, 
preempt local zoning on clothing recycling bins and create 
penalties if local units have gun ordinances stricter than state 
law.

MTA continues to fight for township funding and local 
control in our state’s Capitol. Your voice is crucial to our 
success. Continue your conversations with your state senator 
and representative to end the erosion of local revenue and 
authority. 

Under attack: New bills, laws erode local control, funding

MTA continues to fight for 
township funding and local 
control in our state’s Capitol.  
Your voice is crucial to our 
success. 
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Seeking member input for  
2017 MTA legislative platform 
MTA member officials play an important role in shaping the 
Association’s legislative policy—both by voting on the MTA 
Legislative Policy Platform at the MTA Annual Meeting 
each year, and also by offering suggestions and input for 
consideration by MTA legislative policy committees.

For many years, the 
deadline for member 
officials, township 
boards and MTA 
County Chapters to 
submit input has been 
in the late summer, due 
to our January Annual 
Conference. However, 
as MTA transitions to 
a spring conference, 
beginning in 2017, the 
deadline for submissions 
has also shifted.

The deadline 
for submissions for 

consideration for MTA’s 2017 Legislative Policy Platform by 
the MTA Legislative Policy and Resolutions Committee is 
Nov. 14. The policy platform will be presented for approval 
by the membership at the 2017 MTA Annual Meeting, 
which will be held Thursday, April 13, in conjunction with 
the 64th Annual MTA Educational Conference & Expo in 
Lansing. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

and who will fight for townships in Lansing. 

Your dollars assist candidates who will work to 
protect and preserve local control.

Make a 
difference. 

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

(Make checks payable to MTA-PAC)

Learn more—Contact your  
MTA District director today. 

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

www.michigantonwtownships.org.)

You can make townships a  
more powerful force in Lansing.
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Profiling state leaders  
in Lansingcapitol close-up

Rep. David Maturen (R-Brady Twp.) served as Brady Township 
trustee for 14 years. Now, as the only certified appraiser in 
the state Legislature, Rep. Maturen is working with MTA and 
other local government organizations to close the “dark store” 
assessing loophole.

Rep. David Maturen 
(R-Brady Twp.)

Numbers don’t scare David Maturen. In fact, he’d even 
call himself a nerd—and if you don’t believe him, 
read the title of his Master’s thesis: “Coefficient of 

Dispersion: A Measurement of Assessment Equity and its 
Integration into the State Equalization Process.” 

The Brady Township (Kalamazoo Co.) Republican loves 
data, and when he sees an imbalance, he wants to correct it. 
So when Maturen heard about the “dark stores” property tax 
issue, he knew he had to take action.

Earlier this year, Maturen sponsored House Bill 5578, 
designed to end the unfair practice of valuing big box 
retailers solely based on the comparable sales approach to 
property tax assessment. He was determined to stop the 
cycle of slashing retailers’ valuations and property taxes 
by as much as 70 percent due to a lack of comparable 
properties and the extensive use of deed restrictions to limit 
competition. Maturen’s bill experienced a major victory when 
it overwhelmingly passed the House with a bipartisan vote of 
97-11. Maturen called the moment the bill passed one of his 
proudest since he was elected.

“It took six months of detailed work and collaboration 
with local governments and some members of the business 
community to get it passed,” Maturen said of the bill, 
which heads to the Senate this fall. “It truly focuses on 
sound valuation practices and I believe it will ensure a better 
assessment system and a sharing of the tax burden.”

Maturen knows from experience that there’s a fine balance 
between providing tax incentives to businesses and ensuring 
that local governments have the funds they need to keep 
offering services to citizens. He served as Brady Township 
trustee for 14 years, and, later, 12 years on the Kalamazoo 
County Board of Commissioners. He learned how state 
mandates dramatically affected local governments’ costs as 
well as the role local units play in Michigan’s governance 
structure. 

“It is a balancing act to make government competitive and 
attract business, yet keep needed funding and local control 
for local governments, which supply so many services that 
directly impact the lives of our citizens,” Maturen said.

With his years in local government under his belt, 
Maturen decided to help bring good governance to the 
state level and run for office. Since then, he’s sponsored bills 
and resolutions that he believed would correct policies that 
countered the spirit of the law.

Maturen is concerned about the long-term debt 
obligations and unsustainable costs facing local governments. 

Combined with shrinking tax bases, local units face a threat 
to their basic service delivery. To combat this issue, Maturen 
said local units must present their case to the Legislature, 
using data to show lawmakers why a bill should be approved 
or defeated. In the meantime, townships can save money by 
working with other local units in cooperative agreements.

Since he was first elected in 2014, Maturen has dedicated 
himself to resolving inequities in the property tax appeal 
process and encouraging economic development in his 
district. It’s not a Republican or Democratic issue to him—
it’s about doing what’s right.

“I want people to remember that I spent six years of my 
life trying to make our state a better place to live and grow a 
business, while doing it in as bipartisan a fashion as possible,” 
Maturen said.
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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

In the midst of a successful business career and community service,  
Sen. Wayne Schmidt (R-Traverse City) got his first taste of serving in 
government when he was elected to the Grand Traverse County Board 
of Commissioners. During his five consecutive terms, he had the 
opportunity to work with local township officials on economic development, 
transportation and public service.

Sen. Wayne Schmidt 
(R-Traverse City)

Even when Sen. Wayne Schmidt is in Lansing, his heart 
is always in Northern Michigan.

The Republican state senator grew up in Traverse 
City and knows his roots have helped to shape every aspect 
of his character. Eventually, his love for the north and Upper 
Peninsula drove him to run for state representative, and later, 
senator. He wanted to make sure that his home community 
got the help it needed in navigating state issues—as well 
as its share of state funding. Those goals have kept him 
motivated since the day he was first elected to the state 
Legislature.

“I would like my legacy to be that I stayed true to my 
Northern Michigan values, that I represented our part of 
the state well, and that I was available and accessible to the 
constituents I served,” Schmidt said.

Schmidt’s interest in public service and policy led him 
to study public policy and economics at the University of 
Chicago. Later, he graduated from the prestigious Michigan 
Political Leadership Program at the Michigan State 
University Institute for Public Policy and Social Research. 

In the midst of a successful business career and 
community service, Schmidt got his first taste of serving 
in government when he was elected to the Grand Traverse 
County Board of Commissioners. During his five consecutive 
terms, he had the opportunity to work with local township 
officials on economic development, transportation and public 
service.

Schmidt’s years as a commissioner came in handy when he 
was elected as state representative in 2008 and state senator 
in 2014. He quickly realized that whether the Legislature 
was discussing brownfield redevelopment or tax increment 
financing, everything has a local effect—and he sought his 
committee assignments with that in mind.

“I think that all of the issues we debate in the Senate, 
regardless of policy area or committee assignment, impact 
our local governments and residents in some way,” he said.

His background has also opened his eyes to what 
he believes are two of the most pressing issues in local 
government—legacy costs of pensions and health care, and 
revenue sharing. He’s worked with the Senate to help ease 
the burden on local units so that they can better focus their 
budgets. 

“Revenue sharing is also something that needs attention, 
both properly funding it and working to continue 
strengthening Michigan’s economy,” Schmidt said.

He’s proud of the great strides Michigan’s economy has 
made in the last five years, and he wants to pursue reforms 
—such as working to make the state’s tax and incentive 

programs competitive with neighboring states—to help 
continue the economic rebound. As chair of the Senate 
Commerce Committee, he’s serious about retaining business 
talent and attracting new businesses. He’s also proud of the 
Legislature’s work to promote Michigan’s tourism, especially 
the successful Pure Michigan campaign.

But his favorite moments come when he has the 
opportunity to help residents from his home community.

“Whether it be helping folks with a permitting issue 
or connecting a constituent with the right department or 
official, working for our people and providing them with 
great customer service is a proud accomplishment,” Schmidt 
said.
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For more than a decade, at least 200,000 classic car owners,  
families with small children, and residents and visitors young 
and old have filled the township streets, sidewalks and car 
sales lots for the weekend festival. They stroll through car 
shows and sit on the grass to watch the cruise while children 
learn bicycle safety or participate in arts and craft activities led 
by the parks and recreation staff. As Supervisor Bob Cannon 
greets his township residents, he’s asked the same question 
over and over: “Same time next year?”

About 75 miles away, the small community of Clinton 
Township (Lenawee Co.) is bursting with families, community 
organizations, school bands, craftmakers and 32 units of 
Shriners in late September. Including the Sunday grand parade, 
the weekend Fall Festival attracts at least 250,000 people. 

In a time when popular area gathering places of the 
past have shut their doors, the Fall Festival is a way for 
the township to provide residents and visitors with a fun 

weekend activity—while also growing their community pride, 
township Clerk Cheryl Matzinger said.

At first glance, one of the few things that the two 
Southeast Michigan townships may seem to have in common 
is their name—“Clinton.” One, a charter township, is a 
bustling suburb in Macomb County that recently became the 
first township in Michigan to reach a population of 100,000. 
The other, a general law township in Lenawee County, is a 
small community that’s home to about 3,600 people.

Once a year, however, both host festivals that regularly 
attract huge crowds. Both spend months working with 
volunteers to recruit, plan and organize their major events. 
And both have a community of people who are proud to be 
township residents.

Festivals and local events aren’t just a great way to attract 
tourists and boost your local economy. They are the perfect 
place to showcase what’s truly unique and special about your 

Everyone in Clinton Charter Township (Macomb Co.) knows that 
when the first weekend in August arrives, it’s time for the Gratiot 
Cruise.

A tale of  
two townships
Community events foster local pride
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township. They remind your residents why they’ve chosen to live there, and they’re 
a tried-and-true method to create a sense of community and build pride in your 
township.

It doesn’t matter if your township is home to a few hundred people or is a 
thriving metropolis, said Michelle Grinnell, Travel Michigan public relations 
manager. Every community has the potential to host a successful festival. The two 
Clinton townships are proof of just that.

“People are proud of where they live, and they want to celebrate that,” Grinnell 
said. “Local events are another way to showcase that pride. They’re a way to say, 
look what we can do together as a community.”

Festivals: A Pure Michigan tradition
Any given weekend, you’ll find at least one community event or festival somewhere 
in Michigan. There are festivals celebrating Michigan’s rich produce, such as 
cherries, blueberries and asparagus. There are festivals in honor of our state’s 
abundant fishing, such as the National Walleye Festival and the National 
Trout Festival. There are even festivals with themes of cheeseburgers or Elvis 

“People are proud of 
where they live, and they 
want to celebrate that. 
Local events are another 
way to showcase that 
pride. They’re a way 
to say, look what we 
can do together as a 
community.”

—Michelle Grinnell,  
public relations manager,  

Travel Michigan
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During its annual Fall Festival, Clinton Township (Lenawee Co.) is filled 
to bursting with families, community organizations, school bands, 
craftmakers and 32 units of Shriners in late September. Including  
the Sunday grand parade, the weekend Fall Festival attracts at least 
250,000 people. 

impersonators. These special events are not just reserved for 
warm temperatures—Michiganders host festivals all year 
long, even in the snow and ice.

Perhaps one reason festivals and events are part of the 
Michigan lifestyle is that Michiganders are proud of their 
home state, Grinnell said. We love having the opportunity 
to celebrate our heritage and the things that make our 
communities special. Many festivals are family friendly, and 
they’re the perfect way to explore the state and take in new 
experiences without spending too much money.

That’s why festivals have become a big driver for statewide 
tourism—especially since the majority of leisure travelers 
in the state are Michigan residents. “People love to travel 
in Michigan,” Grinnell said. “These events can be really 
important. If they’re considering traveling an hour or an hour 
and a half to check out a festival, it’s very manageable for 
folks looking for just a weekend getaway.”

Build your community with a festival
Hosting a festival in your township can reap big benefits 
for the community. As the Michigan Festivals and Events 
Association puts it, it’s not often that everyone in the 
township gets invited to the same party! For one day, a 
weekend or even a week, residents from all walks of life have 
the opportunity to come together in one location and interact 
with people they might not normally see on a regular basis.

Cannon loves few things more than walking through a 
Clinton Charter Township event, whether it’s the Gratiot 
Cruise, the annual Fourth of July fireworks or the fall arts 
fair, called the Festival of the Senses. Clinton Charter 
Township officials truly want everyone in the community 
to participate—and they go out of their way to make that 
happen. Over the years, the township has built biking trails 
and walkways for families to easily access the civic center, 
where the events take place. Crowds meet at schools and 
golf courses to pile into shuttle buses that transport them to 
the festival in order to avoid traffic. The parks and recreation 
department plans activities that appeal to everyone from 
senior citizens to small children.

If Cannon sees mothers pushing babies in strollers at 
the event, he knows they’ve really made it. “It’s a sense of 
community,” Cannon said. “If it was just one type of people, 
it really wouldn’t be the community, it would just be a 
specific target group.”

The act of organizing the event is also a community 
bonding experience in itself. For a large-scale event such as a 
festival, an army of volunteers can spend anywhere from six 
months to a year planning every detail. In Clinton Township, 
a large chunk of the community is involved out of necessity. 
At least 30 people on 10 different committees recruit 
helpers to make the Fall Festival run smoothly. Even the 
township fire department and the Lenawee County Sheriff’s 
Department get involved the day of the event to make sure 
everyone is safe.

Naturally, festivals tend to highlight the positive aspects 
of your township. Shining such a positive light on the 
community helps to reinforce the bonds your residents have 
to their home. And by celebrating what’s unique about your 
township, whether it’s your heritage or what’s produced 
there, your residents feel a sense of pride. Many townships 
involve local businesses and community assets, such as 
libraries, in their festivals to encourage more residents to use 
them.

“We tend to get caught up in day-to-day life and forget 
about what’s in your backyard,” Grinnell said. “Festivals 
remind people to go down the street and try out the stores 
and restaurants.”

As an additional bonus, festivals can lead to a facelift that 
means a year-round benefit for the township. According to 
the Orton Family Foundation’s “Heart and Soul: Fostering 
a Sense of Community,” it isn’t unusual to see communities 
install public art, clean up streets and repaint signs to put 
their best face forward for the festival.

Economic benefits
While few people would say they moved to a township or 
decided to stay there because of an event, leaders agree it 
certainly plays a role. Not only do events provide residents 
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with a fun, engaging activity, they also create that cohesive 
sense of community that people crave when searching for a 
place to put down roots.

That “sense of place” is equally important when it comes 
to attracting businesses, Grinnell said. Her office is part of 
the Michigan Economic Development Corporation and plays 
a key role in promoting Michigan as a place to live, work and 
play. Festivals and events contribute to the quality of life that 
potential businesses and residents alike are looking for.

For local shops, restaurants and other businesses, festivals 
can be a boon. Each year during the Gratiot Cruise, Clinton 
Charter Township caterers and restaurants are booked solid, 
and area hotels see a spike in business during a time that 
would normally be a lull. 

Nonprofit organizations in Clinton Township count on 
the annual Fall Festival to help them make their budgets each 
year. Nearly every church, school band and Boy or Girl Scout 
troop has a booth at the fair, Matzinger said. In the past, 
those organizations turned to the downtown merchants for 
donations. Now, they can make as much or more money at 
the fair—a change that helps everyone, Matzinger said. 

While not every event will provide a financial jolt to 
local businesses, a successful festival is good advertising for 
your township. People who otherwise might not have heard 
of your township will remember your community’s name 
after they attend your event. “People know where Clinton 
Township is because they know the festival,” Matzinger said.

It all starts with an idea
Every township has something unique that can be the basis 
for a festival. The key is finding the right idea—and one that 
the community will support.

In Clinton Charter Township, the idea for the Gratiot 
Cruise was brought to Cannon by several business owners 
who wanted a car cruise in their own community. Not 
everyone was on board with the concept at first. They 
remembered cruises from decades past being rampant with 
mischievous teenagers, and they worried the same thing 
would happen at a cruise today. But Cannon was confident 
the idea would be a success. He refused to let the concept die 
until everyone finally reached an agreement to hold the first 
cruise in 2003. 

None of their fears came to fruition. Instead, the cruise, 
held on a street that features several car lots, became wildly 
popular. It drew so many people that the cruise grew from 
a one-day event to a five-day event featuring multiple car 
shows and family events, culminating in the final Sunday 
afternoon classic car cruise through the township. Now, 
neighboring communities even have cruises of their own.

Cannon believed a cruise would work because cars are 
central to Michigan’s history. “This is the motor city, and 
Gratiot Avenue is as much of a car destination as you can 
be,” he said. “It was just a natural fit for Clinton Charter 
Township.” 

Clinton Township craftmakers never dreamed their event 
would one day attract more than 200,000 people. It started 

in 1973 as a small flea market to help local merchants attract 
more business, and was so successful that they decided to 
make it a little bigger the next year. The event grew and grew 
until it became the major festival it is today, with 250 arts 
and crafts booths, 30 food trailers and live entertainment. 

The festival worked because Clinton Township residents 
loved arts and crafts. Many already displayed their quilting, 
basket-weaving and other old-time crafts at the local 
community center. They were well-versed in the regional 
craft shows and knew how to get quality crafts into their 
show and how to get the word out. 

“It was an obvious choice for us because so many people 
were interested,” Matzinger said.

If an idea for an event isn’t organically brought to your 
township from the outside, take the opportunity to think 
about what you could highlight in your community. Bonnie 
Wichtner-Zoia, a Michigan State University (MSU) 
Extension tourism educator, recommends meeting with 
interested residents and stakeholders to think through your 
community identity and how that can be the focus of an 
event. MSU Extension also offers a program called First 
Impressions, in which an educator assesses a community 
through the eyes of a visitor. This program could help 
communities more fully understand their identity and 
determine what would make a good basis for a festival. 
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The Clinton Charter Township (Macomb Co.) Gratiot Cruise grew from a 
one-day event to a five-day event featuring multiple car shows and family 
events until the final Sunday afternoon cruise through the township. Now, 
neighboring communities even have cruises of their own.

Get creative
Grinnell encourages communities to think outside the box 
and beyond the expected. After all, it’s the unusual, niche 
festivals that tend to get national attention.

Clinton Township isn’t afraid to try something new in 
the name of attracting more visitors. In the last few decades, 
the festival has offered an air show, a hot air balloon launch, 
a car show and a rodeo. And even though they’ve never been 
available, the University of Michigan Marching Band is 
invited nearly every year. It’s still Matzinger’s dream to see 
the band march down U.S. 12. 

When it comes to fireworks, Clinton Charter Township 
uses creative timing to save money. Because fireworks are so 
expensive, the township holds its Fourth of July fireworks 
show a few days after the holiday, when the fireworks are on 
sale. The township saves money, and the residents still get a 
show.

If the idea of a full-fledged festival is too much for 
your township right now, a smaller event could still put 
your township on the radar for visitors and boost morale 
for residents. One idea many communities have done is a 
“girlfriends’ getaway” weekend, in which shops, restaurants 
and hotels in a community offer specials and events designed 
specifically for women. “Even if it’s not a festival, there are still 
things you can do that will encourage travel and encourage 
people to come to the local businesses,” Grinnell said.

As your township narrows down its ideas for an event, you 
should also think through your target audience. While ideally 
your event will appeal to a large cross-section of people, 

Wichtner-Zoia recommends deciding who you want to come 
to your community and why they would want to come to 
your event. Then, when you’re putting together the schedule 
of events, you’ll think about each aspect of the festival from 
your potential customer’s perspective.

Location
Don’t just stick your festival in an open field that’s nowhere 
near township landmarks if you can help it. Use the location 
as an opportunity to remind residents of the plentiful assets 
in their township that they might otherwise take for granted. 
For many communities, this means holding their festival in 
their downtown. For another, it might mean conducting the 
festival near a library, community center or public building 
that it wants its residents to use more often.

It takes a village—or in this case, a township!
A successful event takes money and many hands. At Clinton 
Charter Township, both of those commodities come from 
outside the township government. Every penny of the 
Gratiot Cruise is covered by donations from cruise sponsors, 
and local businesses donate over $30,000 to cover the annual 
Fourth of July fireworks festival. Though the township must 
pay police, fire department and public works employees 
overtime, even those costs are covered by donations. More 
information on lawful township expenditures on festivals can 
be found on MTA’s website, www.michigantownships.org.

The township’s parks and recreation department, which 
Cannon helped to create after he became supervisor, plays 
a large role in making sure the children at the events are 
kept busy. And police officers and firefighters ensure that 
the crowds of visitors are safe. The rest, however, is done by 
volunteers. All year long, a core group of volunteers meets at 
least once a month to ensure that every detail of the cruise is 
organized to a T. 

“They make a go of it,” Cannon said. “If we had to pay 
organizers, we wouldn’t be able to afford it.”

Clinton Township’s volunteers are the driving force that 
has kept the Fall Festival going for four decades. Dozens 
of people in the community work all year long to keep the 
festival at the high standard that visitors have come to expect, 
Matzinger said. Many of these volunteers have an extra 
incentive for their hard work—they’re part of one of the 
many local nonprofits that rely on the festival for their annual 
fundraising efforts. “So many do volunteer,” she said. “They 
do want it to happen because if the festival didn’t happen, 
they would lose their income. They’re willing to work and 
keep that income coming in.”

Volunteers can also provide expertise that township 
employees might not have, especially when it comes to 
specialty events. When two artists approached Clinton 
Charter Township about starting a fine arts festival, they 
already had an in-depth knowledge of quality artisans 
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and what makes an arts festival successful. Today, they 
and other volunteers spearhead the annual Festival of the 
Senses. Because of their knowledge, the festival has a strong 
reputation of including only the best of the best art.

Plan ahead
For all the positives that a festival will bring to your 
township, there’s bound to be a negative or two. Don’t 
be surprised by this. Think through the possible negative 
impacts—and create a solution before it ever happens.

For Clinton Township, the issue is parking. When the 
small community is swarmed by 200,000 people, there’s 
bound to be a shortage of parking spaces—and people 
parking in front of residents’ homes. The township handles 
it by offering parking at schools. Then, everyone who parks 
there rides a shuttle bus to the festival. The township also 
gives plenty of advance notice that the festival is coming, so 
that residents aren’t caught off guard by the influx in traffic.

Communication is the key, Grinnell said. You can 
also remind residents that though traffic may be an 
inconvenience, it’s a good problem to have.

Spread the word
If you build it, they will come—but only if they know your 
festival is happening. Clinton Charter Township uses its 
local cable network to constantly promote the Gratiot Cruise 
in the days leading up to the event. Clinton Township 
advertises on a billboard, reaches out to newspapers for 

promotional articles and passes out flyers with the details of 
the festival. 

Social media is a great way to reach a large audience 
without breaking the bank. Travel Michigan also posts an 
events calendar on its website that many tourists use when 
planning their trips—and there’s no cost to post your event.

Start small
The National Cherry Festival—which brings more than a half-
million visitors to Traverse City over the week-long event— 
didn’t become a massive tourist attraction overnight. It takes 
years of trial, error and reassessing. Don’t expect immediate 
success, but don’t count your festival out as a flop if it doesn’t 
attract as many people as you’d like in the first year. 

Clinton Charter Township planners always meet after 
the Gratiot Cruise to discuss what went well and what needs 
improvement. Even after 13 years, there’s always room for 
change.

Festivals require commitment and hard work, but Cannon 
never doubts whether the work pays off. “There will be 
growing pains,” he said, “but it’s well worth it.”

Bethany Mauger,  
MTA Staff Writer 
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Providing training and skills for 
effective leadership

September workshops offer strategies  
for serving, engaging your community
Learn strategies for connecting with your constituents, 
identifying what’s most important to them and improving 
your township’s credibility. Join MTA at the Bavarian  
Inn Lodge in Frankenmuth on Sept. 8 and participate in 
one (or both!) of these half-day sessions. 

Creating a Vision for Your Township (B-103; 4 credits)
9 a.m. to 12:15 p.m. (Includes continental breakfast)

• Identify core community values and expectations
• Garner methods of evaluating your township’s  

programs and services
• Learn to balance short-term issues with  

a long-term vision

Linking with the Community (B-106; 4 credits)
1 to 4:15 p.m. (Includes lunch)

• Explore ways of determining what your constituents 
want and need

• Get strategies for improving your transparency
• Take home tips for keeping residents informed about 

township activities 
Space is still available, but register today to secure your 

spot! A registration form appeared in the August issue 
of Township Focus, or you can download the registration 
brochure or register online on www.michigantownships.org.

Receive credit in MTA’s Governance Academy
Both workshops qualify for credit in MTA’s elite 
Township Governance Academy (TGA) program. 
All MTA members are encouraged to participate. 

You don’t have to be enrolled in TGA to attend. If you 
decide to enroll following the class, credit will be assigned 
retroactively. Learn more about TGA on the members-only 
section of MTA’s website, under the “Training” tab.

October workshop examines  
Emerging Issues in Emergency Services
Providing emergency and fire protection services may be 
one of the more complicated (and important!) services 
your township provides. Residents demand comprehensive 
protection, and 
state and federal 
mandates set high 
standards for 
training and safety 
requirements. 

MTA can help 
you gain a better 
understanding of 
the myriad of hot 
issues facing your 
fire department 
and emergency 
services personnel. 
Township board members and fire officials alike should join 
us on Oct. 21 at the Bavarian Inn Lodge in Frankenmuth 
for this full-day event, Emerging Issues in Emergency Services, 
which examines emerging issues and hot new trends.

• Meet State Fire Marshal Julie Secontine and hear 
her thoughts on new distribution models for training 
dollars, as well as an update on Mutual Aid Box Alarm 
System development in Michigan.

• Delve into volunteer recruiting and retention, and 
discover ways townships can work together to meet 
minimum response criteria despite shrinking volunteer 
pools. 

• Gain insights into the efforts to rewrite Public Act 291 
of 1966, the Firefighters Training Council Act, and 
more!

MTA’s publication, On-Call Fire Departments: The 
Township Board’s Responsibilities, authored by MTA 
Executive Director Larry Merrill, will also be available for 
purchase at the discounted on-site rate of $22.50. This book 
delves into the township board’s responsibilities for fire 
protection, evaluation of your township’s fire protection, 
and emergency and disaster planning, and also provides 
information on motivating and retaining personnel and 
financing the fire department.

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

Registration materials were mailed in August. The 
early-bird registration deadline—offering savings of $20 per 
person—ends Oct. 8. Download the registration form or 
register online now at www.michigantownships.org.



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.

*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.

M T A  O n  T h e  R o a d  R e g i s t r a t i o n  F o r m
Which location will you attend?
 Sept. 27: Bavarian Lodge, Frankenmuth   
 Sept. 28: Comfort Inn, Chelsea 
 Sept. 29: Fetzer Center at WMU, Kalamazoo 
 Sept. 30: Eagle Eye Conference Center, Lansing

 Oct. 5: Magnusson Franklin Inn, Houghton
 Oct. 6: Holiday Inn, Marquette
 Oct. 7: Little Bear East Arena, St. Ignace
 Oct. 17: Otsego Club & Resort, Gaylord

 Oct. 18: Sanctuary Inn, Alpena
 Oct. 19: Forward Conf. Center, West Branch
 Oct. 25: Holiday Inn, Big Rapids
 Oct. 26: Crystal Mountain, Thompsonville

upcoming MTA workshop

 REGULAR rate*: $121/attendee if registered after Sept. 13.

 DISCOUNTED rate*: $101/attendee if registered by Sept. 13.

    x                      =
# of Persons Registration Fee    Total

8:30 a.m.  Check-in and continental breakfast
9 a.m.   Meeting begins 
10:30 to 11 a.m. Vendor Showcase
Noon   Networking Lunch
1 p.m.  Breakouts
2:30 p.m.  Breakouts
3:45 p.m.  Meeting adjournsA

G
E

N
D

A

_________________________________________________________________________
Township           

_________________________________________________________________________
Name & Title                            

_________________________________________________________________________
Name & Title                            

_________________________________________________________________________
Name & Title                             

_________________________________________________________________________
Name & Title                         

_________________________________________________________________________
Telephone                                                                                       Email Address

     County

REGISTRATION INFORMATION

MTA On The Road regional meetings  
bring knowledge, networking
As an MTA member, you belong to the largest community of local government  
officials in the state. Don’t miss this opportunity to connect with that community,  
and MTA staff, to discuss the latest issues affecting townships at our upcoming  
MTA On The Road regional meetings.

In the morning, gather as a group for an insightful general session, where we’ll arm  
you with information and strategies to make your board more effective and help you to 
serve your residents in the manner they deserve. Discover what legislative changes are 
on the horizon for townships and how they could impact your community.

Afternoon breakout topics include:  
What Every Board Member Should Know About Financial Oversight
Financial oversight is one of the board’s most important functions. This interactive 
workshop will take your board beyond approving bills and reviewing audits into  
the generative questions that every township board needs to answer to perform its 
fiduciary duties and truly govern the township’s finances. Explore elements of  
fiduciary oversight beyond the traditional “watchdog” role and learn strategies for 
maintaining good fiscal stewardship.

Improving Your Township’s Internal Controls
Fraud can happen in any township, regardless of size or location. Identify potential  
internal control weaknesses in your township and learn procedures you can implement immediately to reduce your risk. Discover steps 
to prevent financial disasters, reduce the likelihood of errors, and provide for efficient and effective operations that comply with 
laws and regulations. 

Hello, MTA ... ? On the Road
Join MTA Member Information Services staff in a game of “MIS Squares,” exploring important township functions such as 
compensation, meetings, ordinances, fire departments, lawful expenditures and more! This fun-filled session will put your skills 
and knowledge to the test as you learn from some of our most frequently asked questions and misconceptions.  

Financial Literacy: Understanding Financial Reports
What exactly are you supposed to glean from your monthly and annual (audited) financial reports? How do you know what to 
look for or what to analyze? Finally, a plain language session to help you streamline (and understand!) your financial reports. 
Learn what should be provided and why!

Cancellations & Substitutions: Written cancellation requests received by MTA two weeks prior to event date 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.
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Not only would they catch a glimpse of their hero, 
legendary boxer Muhammad Ali, but they might even get a 
front-row seat as he entertained the boys and girls with magic 
tricks or jokes. 

For 30 years, spotting Ali was a regular part of life in 
Oronoko Charter Township (Berrien Co.). He and his 
wife, Lonnie, made the southwest Michigan community 
their home along with their son, Asaad. Residents adopted 
the family as one of their own, gave Ali his privacy and were 
fiercely protective against outsiders who came looking for 
“the Champ.” And in turn, Ali embraced the community. 
He could always be counted upon to help raise money for 
a school track, playground or baseball field, and he was just 
as generous with his time, regardless of whether you were a 
friend or a stranger. 

The Alis left Oronoko Charter Township for warmer 
climates in 2007 and moved to Arizona. But the township 
never stopped thinking of him as “The Greatest” resident. 
So when he passed away June 4 after a long battle with 
Parkinson’s disease, the tributes started pouring in almost 
immediately.

Supervisor Mike Hildebrand is busy compiling as 
many stories and photos from local residents as he can. The 
community also started a Facebook page to encourage local 
fans and admirers to post their stories. Eventually, he hopes 
to create a book to present to Ali’s family. The front gate 
of Ali’s estate, which is still owned in his name, became a 
spontaneous, makeshift memorial, with flowers, pictures and 
candles adorning the driveway. 

‘One of our own’
Township remembers its ‘Greatest’ resident   

feature

‘A place to fit in’
Ali will always be remembered as one of the best neighbors 
the township could have asked for.

“In our township, he found a place to fit in, and he wasn’t 
treated differently than the locals,” Hildebrand said. “He was 
very much adopted by our township as one of our own.”

Ali officially became a township resident in 1975. As the 
story goes, Ali had built a training facility in Berrien Springs 
and was visiting Southwest Michigan for an exhibition fight, 
where the owner of the 80-acre Oronoko Charter Township 
property just happened to be watching. The owner met Ali 

Children dining with their families at a local restaurant grinned when the 
familiar Rolls Royce slowed to a stop in the parking lot. Everyone knew 
who was inside before the door ever opened.

For 30 years, boxing legend and humanitarian Muhammad Ali and his family 
called an 80-acre farm in Oronoko Charter Township (Berrien Co.) home. 
After his passing in June, the community mourned the death of their friend 
and neighbor.



township focus  |  SEPTEMBER 2016   25 

Monroe  
734.289.2200 

Canton 
734.397.3100 

Lansing 
517.316.9232 

Detroit 
313.961.9500 

Traverse City 
231.929.7330 

w w w . m a n n i k s m i t h g r o u p . c o m  

Municipal Engineering 

Parks & Cemeteries 

Grant Assistance/Procurement 

Water & Wastewater Design 

Archeological & Historical Services 

Construction Management 

Landscape Architecture & Sustainability 

Wetland Studies & Mitigation 

Transportation Planning 

afterward, and when Ali mentioned how much he loved the 
area, the owner said, “How would you like to stay?” It wasn’t 
long before Ali toured the property, signed the deed and 
moved his family to Michigan.

His busy schedule kept him away from home much of the 
time. But when he was in the township, you could find him 
performing magic tricks at local schools or taking his family 
out to dinner. One of Hildebrand’s friends served Ali a large 
twist ice cream cone every Sunday night at the Jack Frost 
drive-in. Others say they saw him sitting in a golf cart at a 
fast food drive-through, and he also served as grand marshal 
in the local Fourth of July parade.

The locals were proud of the fact that Ali lived in their 
township, but they went out of their way to treat him like 
an average person. While children couldn’t help but ask for 
an autograph or picture, adults generally gave him his space. 
Residents were known to give out-of-towners the wrong 
directions when they visited in hopes of an Ali sighting. No 
one wanted the public to bother him. 

“He was just a regular guy,” Hildebrand said.

‘A great neighbor’
Oronoko Charter Township Trustee Rich Albers will never 
forget one particular experience with Ali. His wife’s uncle 
Tommy, who suffered from multiple sclerosis, was visiting 
from Washington, D.C., and Albers had arranged for a 
meet-and-greet complete with an autograph and photo. 
Joining them was the uncle’s caretaker, Danny, who was 
from the Philippines and had been in the audience for Ali’s 
famed  “Thrilla in Manilla” heavyweight championship match 
against Joe Frazier years ago. 

When they arrived on Ali’s property, Albers and Danny 
lifted Tommy in his wheelchair out of the vehicle. But when 
Danny saw Ali approaching them, it was as if he was trapped 
in a gravitational pull—he couldn’t stop himself from walking 

toward his hero. As Danny hugged Ali, he spoke words that 
are forever seared in Albers’ mind: “My life is complete. God 
can take me home now.”

Although Albers had expected a short meeting, they 
ended up staying for three hours. Lonnie Ali offered them 
food, and they were brought to Ali’s training facility, where 
Danny and Tommy had the once-in-a-lifetime chance to 
join Ali in the boxing ring.

“He and Lonnie were the greatest individuals,” Albers 
said. “They would treat anybody that they met like family.”

Ali wasn’t the brash, boisterous boxer during his years in 
Oronoko Charter Township. He lived a quieter life, especially 
as Parkinson’s disease took its toll. Hildebrand remembers 
one of his last public appearances in the community, after he 
and his wife helped fund a high school track. Ali took the 
stage for a few moments without speaking and struck a boxing 
pose as the crowd cheered. It was difficult for the township to 
watch him fade, Hildebrand said. 

Though Ali hadn’t lived in the township for several years, 
he was never forgotten. That became especially evident when 
Hildebrand wrote a post in his remembrance on Facebook 
the day he learned of Ali’s death. By the end of the day, the 
post had more than 1,000 reactions and nearly 70,000 views. 

The community will always remember the icon as a selfless 
man who gave endlessly to others, while never missing the 
chance to crack a joke or two.

“It’s sad that we’ve lost such a great neighbor and such a 
great person for the community,” Albers said.

Muhammad Ali was an active and important part of the community in 
Oronoko Charter Township (Berrien Co.), making public appearances and 
helping raise money for community projects. 
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When your township makes a voluntary contribution to MTA’s Legal 
Defense Fund (LDF), you assist townships in legal battles that have 
significant statewide impact. This critical fund has enabled MTA to 

lend financial support to a number of legal cases, including the following that 
recently received approval by the MTA Board of Directors.

Legal Defense   
MTA fund supports cases with statewide impact

Hartland Glen Development, LLC vs. Hartland Township—This case 
involves the township’s ability to supplement a shortfall in a 
special assessment and to correct errors in the original special 
assessment roll, both of which are supported by Michigan 
Tax Tribunal and Michigan Court of Appeals rulings in 
favor of the township. Hartland Glen filed an application 
for leave to appeal in the Michigan Supreme Court, arguing 
that the corrected and supplemental assessments were 
not proportionate to the benefit conferred on the subject 
property. The LDF Committee agreed to spend up to $5,000 
filing an amicus curiae brief, if leave to appeal is granted.

Shelby Township vs. Command Officers Association of Michigan—
Public Act 152 of 2011 outlines how public employers may 
allocate an employee’s health care costs under the employer’s 
medical care plan. MTA Legal Counsel believes that 

application of PA 152 was not intended to be subjected to 
union bargaining through the Michigan Employment Relations 
Commission. Shelby Charter Township (Macomb Co.) 
appealed a Michigan Court of Appeals interpretation to the 
state Supreme Court, arguing that the public employer may 
allocate the employee’s share of the medical benefit plan’s total 
cost among the employees, as the employer sees fit. MTA 
committed up to $8,000 to support the appeal in the form of an 
amicus curiae brief, and invited the Michigan Municipal League 
(MML) to join as a co-amicus.

Oshtemo Charter Township vs. METC—This case seeks to support 
a township’s constitutional authority over public utility 
usage of public rights-of-way, and the rights of townships 
to apply reasonable regulations on utilities such as power 
lines. MTA participated at both the Michigan Public 
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Service Commission and Court of Appeals levels, which 
ruled against the township; however, the Michigan Supreme 
Court has granted leave to appeal. MTA agreed to spend up 
to $5,000 to prepare an amicus curiae brief and invite other 
interested parties to participate as co-amicus.

Little Traverse Bay Bands of Odawa Indians vs. Rick Snyder, 
Governor of the State of Michigan, et al—This case seeks to 
answer the question of whether a Native American tribe 
can prevent the state and local units of government from 
asserting jurisdiction and regulations over the tribe and 
its citizens. Local units involved are concerned that if this 
request is granted, tribal lands would also not be subject to 
local taxation, zoning or other regulations. MTA committed 
to providing $10,000 toward costs related to filing a brief for 
the townships involved in the litigation.

SBC Health Midwest, Inc. vs. City of Kentwood—The City of 
Kentwood initially denied a for-profit college’s request 
for a personal property tax exemption since educational 
exemptions apply only to nonprofit entities, as affirmed 
by the Michigan Tax Tribunal. However, the state Court 
of Appeals reversed the decision, which could have broad  
implications for other for-profit entities that currently don’t 
receive exemptions. MTA agreed to join MML as co-amicus 
and contribute no more than half of the estimated $12,500 
cost of preparing an amicus curiae brief.

Chelsea Health and Wellness Foundation vs. City of Dexter, et al— 
The Michigan Tax Tribunal ruled that a wellness foundation’s 
property was taxable and that it did not meet the legal 
definition of a “charitable institution.” However, in its ruling, 
the tribunal stated that the foundation lessened a burden 
of government by providing a physical fitness center, in 
turn relieving the burden of higher Medicaid costs and lost 
productivity. MTA believes this issue should be addressed in 
the Court of Appeals to ensure proper handling of charitable 
property tax exemption claims. MTA agreed to contribute up 
to $5,000 toward an amicus curiae brief along with MML. 

Estate of Robert Klepacki vs. Hagar Township, et al—This case 
focuses on the issue of governmental immunity from a 
personal injury claim causing death. The estate of the plaintiff 
claims the township, as well as the supervisor and clerk, are 
to blame for the plaintiff’s death because they did not warn 
beachgoers of a rip current warning the day the plaintiff 
drowned swimming in Lake Michigan at a township-owned 

park. The federal District Court found that governmental 
immunity did not protect the supervisor and clerk, and that 
the matter should go to trial. MTA authorized up to $10,000 
to prepare an amicus curiae brief and also agreed to invite two 
other local government associations to join as co-amicus. 

Michigan Association of Home Builders, et al vs. City of Troy—The 
City of Troy, which uses a private contractor to conduct its 
building inspections, was brought to court for collecting fees 
in excess of the amount it paid the private contractor and 
depositing the surplus into its general fund. The city argued 
that this practice was lawful because the surplus amount was 
a repayment to the general fund for past building department 
shortfalls absorbed by the fund. If the Michigan Court 
of Appeals rules that this practice is allowed, it could be 
beneficial to townships where building department fees could 
help offset past deficits in building department costs that were 
made up by general fund revenues. MTA agreed to join MML 
in preparing an amicus curiae brief not to exceed $6,000.

Clam Lake Township and Haring Township vs. State Boundary 
Commission, et al and Teridee LLC, et al vs. Haring and Clam Lake 
Townships—A piece of township land had been transferred to 
another township along its border through an agreement that 
exempted the land from annexation. However, the owner 
of the transferred land applied for annexation to the City 
of Cadillac so that the land could be used for unrestricted 
commercial development. The State Boundary Commission 
allowed the land to be annexed since it was not being used 
to promote economic development, thus violating the 
agreement, according to the circuit court. MTA authorized 
spending up to $5,000 to prepare an amicus curiae brief for 
the townships’ appeal to the Michigan Supreme Court. 
MTA also authorized up to $9,000 for an amicus curiae brief 
for the companion case initiated by Teridee LLC, et al.

Baruch SLC vs. Township of Tittabawassee—This case involves 
a property tax exemption sought by a senior living facility. 
This request was denied by the Michigan Tax Tribunal, 
whose decision was affirmed by an unpublished Court of 
Appeals opinion. The Michigan Supreme Court could 
decide the case, which could have far-reaching impacts on 
the interpretation of the Wexford Medical Group vs. City 
of Cadillac interpretation of “charitable institution” for 
exemption purposes. MTA committed to join MML and 
contribute half of the total cost of filing an amicus curiae brief.

Legal assistance for Michigan townships 
Since 1972, MTA’s Legal Defense Fund has defended Michigan townships against litigated threats to their authority  

and fiscal stability. Common examples of Legal Defense Fund cases include, but are not limited to, issues such as:

• assessing 

• annexation 

• governmental immunity 

• Freedom of Information Act

• “Dark Stores”

• local control 

• water and sewer services 

• taxation

• zoning

• Headlee amendment
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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

It is believed that Empire Township 
(Leelanau Co.) was named after the 
luxury passenger steamboat Empire State 

that ran aground in Lake Michigan near the 
township in 1849. The township, home to approximately 
1,200 residents, was established in 1865, and includes the 
incorporated Empire Village. 

Settlers began immigrating to this beautiful area with 
virgin timber to work in the lumber industry. Lumbering 
was Empire’s economic strength until the trees became 
scarce around 1917. While many lumbermen left the area 
to look for other work, a few settlers stayed and farmed the 
treeless land. It was discovered that the land so close to Lake 
Michigan was fertile and the climate perfect for orchards of 
apples, cherries and peaches. 

Empire’s latest agricultural resource is hops, with the 
Empire Hops Farm predicting that 100,000 pounds of 
hops will be harvested this year. Michigan tops a list 
of high-growth states for craft beer and the increase in 

Empire Township

microbreweries and the lack of hops have come together to 
create the perfect storm for the township’s newest cash crop. 
The farm supplies high-quality hops to Michigan breweries 
and to the brewing industry throughout the country. 

The township is bordered by beautiful Lake Michigan 
to the west and scenic Glen Lake to the north. In addition, 
it is home to the Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore 
headquarters and thousands of natural acres are preserved in 
the township. In 2011, the Sleeping Bear Dunes National 
Lakeshore area was voted the “Most Beautiful Place in 
America” by Good Morning America viewers. Empire’s main 
industry is now tourism, with more than one million tourists 
visiting the small community each year. 

Township amenities include a rustic 60-site campground, 
the Empire Area Museum Complex, a public airport for 
small private aircrafts, and a 1906 township hall used for 
public and private events. Residents and visitors enjoy the 
acclaimed spring Asparagus Festival, summer Anchor Days, 
and the autumn Hops Festival. 

Of great pride to the township board is that in 2008, 
the Empire Township Fire Department and neighboring 
Glen Arbor Township Fire Department merged to form the 
Glen Lake Fire 
Department. The 
department now 
serves residents of 
both townships 
with first-rate, 
cost-efficient, 24/7 
Advanced Life 
Support and fire 
services.
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