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continue to close waterfronts, deter anglers and cross yet 
another water supply o� the list of usable sources. 

Yet water is the lifeblood of Michigan. As the only 
state that touches four of the �ve Great Lakes, Michigan 
borders 90 percent of the country’s fresh surface water 
supply. An additional 36,000 miles of rivers and streams, as 
well as 11,000 inland lakes, add to Michigan’s reputation 
as a recreational playground. Residents rely on clean water 
pouring from their faucets for drinking, cooking, showering 
and the list goes on. Tourists travel from out of state to enjoy 
Michigan’s more than 3,000 miles of shoreline along the 
Great Lakes. 

Whether your township operates a water supply or simply 
uses one, protecting Michigan’s water resources is your 
township’s responsibility. Maybe your township has a high 

number of homes with septic systems, or perhaps it’s home 
to a land�ll or brown�eld site that could potentially leak 
chemical substances. Don’t assume your water will be clean 
tomorrow if it isn’t protected today. �e decisions your board 
makes today could impact Michigan residents long into the 
future. Local units of government can’t a�ord to assume their 
water is �ne until they’re told otherwise.  

“�e solution to water contamination continues to 
be shutting down a groundwater source and plugging a 
community into another source,” said Sean Hammond, 
deputy policy director of Michigan Environmental Council. 
“What happens when we start running out of sources? 
We need to start digging in and addressing how we treat 
contamination and how we stop it in the �rst place.”
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The days and weeks following the discovery of PFAS in Cooper Charter 
Township’s (Kalamazoo Co.) water system were a blur of emergency 
meetings, handing out cases of water and hooking the township’s water 
system onto the City of Kalamazoo’s system. Residents continue to feel 
the impact today, as the township works to provide water to more than 400 
residents with contaminated wells. 

Chemical contamination
For nearly a century, per- and polyfluoroalckyl substances 
were used as the go-to chemical for making surfaces stick-
proof. Teflon pots and pans, stain-proof carpet and plastic 
food wrappers made life easier for households and soon 
proliferated the market. Even firefighters used the chemical 
in a foam to help put out fires. 

PFAS is known as a forever chemical, meaning it doesn’t 
break down or dissipate over time, whether it’s in a human 
body or a lake, river or stream. PFAS continues to collect 
as more is ingested or released over time. That’s a problem 
because, in recent years, PFAS has been linked to everything 
from cancer to hormone disruption. 

Last year, the Michigan PFAS Action Response Team 
sampled nearly 1,600 drinking water systems and schools 
looking for the chemical. While just two breached the federal 
action level of 70 parts per trillion, about 10 percent of the 
tests came back positive for PFAS—including Plainfield 
Charter Township (Kent Co.). 

PFAS was first discovered there in 2013, when 
the township was required to test for it through the 
Environmental Protection Agency’s Unregulated 
Contaminant Monitoring Rule, Water Treatment Plant 
Supervisor Donald Petrovich said. Though Plainfield 
Charter Township’s never exceeded the health advisory 
standard of 70 parts per trillion, it was clearly present in 
one of the township’s three wellfields, the result of an aging 
landfill nearby. The company that owned the landfill even 
built a filtration system to keep chemicals from leaching into 
the wellfield, but unfortunately, the system wasn’t effective 
for PFAS. 

Petrovich ordered the wellfield to be closed in 2015, but 
afterward, trace amounts of PFAS were still found in the 
other two wellfields—an average of 8.5 parts per trillion. 
As homeowners detected PFAS in their private wells too, a 
public outcry grew. 

“It’s been the most intense time of my career,” Petrovich 
said. “I’ve been here 40 years. We’ve dealt with contaminants 
before, but we had no idea how to take care of PFAS until 
we did our research.”

Petrovich knew he had to take action—and quickly. Board 
members voted to set aside $400,000 for an emergency fix 
to convert the water plant’s filters to carbon, an effective 
method for removing all traces of PFAS. With the help of 
state representatives, the township secured a $750,000 grant 
to pump nine million gallons of water a day through carbon 
filters. That allowed the township to use its own dollars for 
filters to cover another three million gallons of water. A large 
chunk of the state grant money will be used for testing water 
for any trace of the harmful substance.

When the two-year project is finished, township residents 
will drink water that’s passed through a cutting-edge 

filtration system so ahead of its time that it’s drawing state, 
national and even international media attention. Typically, 
water treatment plants opt to use pressure tanks to remove 
PFAS before it enters the system. While it’s effective, it 
also comes with a hefty price tag of $15 million. After 
extensive research, Petrovich learned that carbon filters would 
accomplish the same feat for a fraction of the cost.

“This has ramifications for other water treatment plants 
across the state and across the nation,” Petrovich said. 

PFAS isn’t a chemical your community can afford 
to ignore. Hammond doesn’t mince his words—if your 
community’s water tests PFAS at 70 ppt, you need another 
water source, and you need it as soon as possible. Any test 
results between 10 and 70 should be shared with residents. 

Hammond urges township officials to encourage their 
businesses and brownfield owners to test their outgoing 
water. Forming a partnership now, before contamination is 
detected, can help you to better work together and potentially 
prevent a crisis. But he warns that even after PFAS 
disappears from newspaper headlines, chemicals in water are 
still a major concern. 

“It’s not that this chemical is the end-all, be-all of 
problems,” Hammond said. “It’s a symptom of a system we 
set up for years and years that doesn’t properly protect our 
groundwater and drinking water supplies from chemical 
contamination. There’s always the latest chemical crisis, 
and we can never seem to get ahead of it because we never 
address the root cause.”
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Septic systems
Many Michigan homes are far beyond the reaches of 
municipal sewer lines. About 1.3 million home septic  
systems are used instead to treat waste in our state alone— 
yet Michigan is the only state in the U.S. without a statewide 
sanitary code to regulate their use.

The Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes 
and Energy estimates 130,000 failing septic systems are 
currently operating in Michigan—about 10 percent. Those 
systems release an estimated 31 million gallons of raw sewage 
daily into the groundwater. While some failing systems are 
repaired or replaced immediately, others go undetected for 
years.

In 2015, Dr. Joan Rose of Michigan State University 
published a study tying septic systems to the presence of  
E. coli in a watershed. She and her researchers sampled 64 
Michigan rivers for E. coli and the human fecal bacteria 
B-theta. Researchers took samples focused on bacteria entering 
a stream from the surrounding groundwater, allowing them to 
examine how pollution could come from groundwater rather 
than runoff from a storm. The research clearly showed that 
the more septic systems in a watershed, the more human fecal 
source tracking bacteria was present in the water. 

“It’s a symptom of the fact that once you put a septic 
system in the ground, there’s no state requirement that anyone 
ever looks at it again,” Hammond said. “It’s a factor of out of 
sight, out of mind.”

While some homeowners regularly have their septic 
systems pumped and inspected, some don’t. Adding to this 
problem is the fact that many older septic systems are now 
faced with more demands than they were built to handle. 
Houses that were built as summer homes around a lake 
are now occupied year-round or used as rentals for higher 
numbers of occupants. 

Some septic system failures are detected with alarms that 
alert the homeowner, but sometimes, those mechanisms don’t 
work. That’s why a few municipalities, including Long Lake 
Township (Grand Traverse Co.), are turning to point-of-sale 
ordinances. These ordinances require every home to have its 
septic system inspected before it can be sold. 

Long Lake Township is now 10 years into its program, 
township planner Leslie Sickterman said. With every home in 
the township served by community or private septic systems, 
the community’s active lake association and township officials 
wanted to protect water quality to preserve their lifestyles 
and property values. They believed the solution was greater 
oversight of septic systems. At the same time, an EPA grant 
allowed the township to update its watershed management 
plan, which identified a need for just this sort of program.

So the township turned to a point-of-sale ordinance. With 
the help of an attorney and the county health department, the 
township spent a year rolling out the ordinance and notifying 
realtors and property owners. Officials also identified how 
they would approve third-party inspectors, information 
to include on inspection reports, how the township would 
receive those inspections and how they would be tracked. 

At first, the township tracked every home sale and 
compared them to the inspection reports it received. Today, 
that’s not necessary—realtors, title agencies and mortgage 
companies all know about the requirement. Instead of resisting 
the inspections, realtors and sellers alike view it as a selling 
point. In most cases, they conduct their inspections early, and 
if there’s an issue, they make sure the seller addresses it.

“They like having those clean reports,” Sickterman said. 
“It’s one more thing the buyer can be assured of.”

Sickterman receives anywhere from an inspection report or 
two a week during the winter to four or five a day during peak 
summer months. Throughout the past 10 years, inspectors 
have uncovered septic tanks operating below standard levels, 
in imminent states of failure or current failure. Each time a 
failure or serious issue is identified, the health department is 
immediately alerted and can require the property owners to 
fix or replace their system. Major issues are fortunately rare, 
Sickterman said.

Today, many township properties’ systems have been 
inspected two, three or even four times as they’ve changed 
hands. Homeowners who know an inspection is part of a 
home sale are more likely to take care of their septic system to 
avoid future issues. 

“It’s hard to measure, but I certainly think there’s a 
heightened awareness in our township,” Sickterman said. “I 
don’t think you can say this hasn’t improved water quality in 
the township.”

While point-of-sale ordinances are undoubtedly helpful, 
they are rare. Only a handful of townships, counties and villages 
have one, while most have nothing regulating their septic 
systems. Some have raised concerns that requiring an inspection 
could potentially infringe on the sale of someone’s home, 
dissuading officials from requiring inspections. However, taking 
the difficult step to adopt an ordinance can help to ensure your 
community continues to have clean water in the future.

Combined sewer overflows
Sandra Diorka likes to think of the Delhi Charter Township 
(Ingham Co.) wastewater treatment plant as a water resource 
recovery effort. After all, the water we have today is the water 
we’ll use tomorrow. Even water that’s flushed down the toilet 
never really disappears. Instead, as the director of public 
works, it’s Diorka’s job to turn that toilet water back into a 
usable resource. 

To accomplish that mission, every drop of water that 
enters the plant flows through a multi-step process designed 
to strain and clean all contaminants and particles out of the 
finished product. By the time it leaves, it’s clean enough to 
drink. In some communities, water from the wastewater 
treatment plant is discharged into the same body of water 
that’s used for drinking. 

The danger for any wastewater treatment plant is the 
possibility that water could leave the plant untreated. That’s 
a real problem for communities with combined wastewater 
and stormwater sewers, where rain from the street and sewage 
all end up in the same pipe. In heavy rains, wastewater plants 
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Whether your township has its own municipal water system or it connects 
to another, officials have a responsibility to make sure their community’s 
water is safe. No one should have to question whether the water pouring 
from their tap each day could potentially lead to health problems down the 
road.

Bethany Mauger, MTA Staff Writer (former) 

sometimes can’t handle that level of water at once. The result 
is water pumping straight out to the receiving water without 
treatment. In other words, raw sewage flows directly into 
rivers, lakes and streams. Each year, about 5.7 billion gallons 
of raw sewage flow into Michigan waterways because of these 
overflows—and that’s not counting partially treated sewage. 
According to Clean Water Action, an extreme two-day rain 
storm hit southeast Michigan in August 2014, overwhelming 
combined sewer systems and resulting in 10 billion gallons of 
raw and partially treated sewage to overflow the system, flood 
basements and pollute waterways. 

“Those discharges often mean you can’t swim in the water 
after a rainstorm, because it’s contaminated,” Diorka said.

To avoid this scenario, Delhi Charter Township invested 
in building a separated sanitary sewer, which is now a best 
practice for infrastructure. Rainwater and sewage have 
separate sewers, and a heavy rainstorm won’t result in 
combined sewer overflows. 

Even so, the township has a back-up plan. Water still 
manages to sneak into the sanitary sewer through manhole 
covers and other openings, and sometimes, it rises too high 
in the pit where water first enters the system. If that happens, 
the water is instead pumped to overflow lagoons built to store 
up to 20 million gallons of water, and it waits there to be 
treated. Delhi Charter Township has even loaned its pumps 
to other communities during rainstorms because it doesn’t 
have as great of a need.

The problem is projects of this magnitude aren’t quick, easy 
or inexpensive. Clean Water Action reports that the City of 

Grand Rapids began separating its sanitary and storm sewer 
pipes in 1991 and didn’t complete it until 2015. In total, the 
project cost $400 million, which was paid for with municipal 
bonds. However, the project also created jobs and stopped the 
flow of raw sewage into the Grand River.

 “Preventing overflows is crucial,” Diorka said. “That’s why 
we were put here. If you let the sewage get out, rivers can 
catch on fire, people can die of cholera, and it’s a bad thing. If 
all the water is contaminated, what would we do?”

Budget now to protect water
Ultimately, prevention is the key to keep Michigan’s water 
clean—and that takes planning. Communities that plan 
and save for separating their sanitary and storm sewers or 
installing carbon filters can avoid sudden rate hikes in times of 
emergencies that anger their residents. 

Clean water comes down to proper infrastructure. When 
communities attempt to run their waterworks and wastewater 
on a shoestring budget, contamination often follows. Diorka 
credits Delhi Charter Township officials with the forethought 
and planning to separate its sewers before it was forced to do 
so. That’s just their mentality, she said. 

“In Delhi, if we’ve even started to approach situations 
where our infrastructure was inadequate, we replace or repair 
it so we never put ourselves in a bad situation,” she said.

But the reality is, emergencies can happen, sometimes 
through no fault of your township. If a test shows your 
community’s water is undrinkable, you need a plan, Sorensen 
said. Townships should examine their capital improvements 
plans and set aside money in case they need to suddenly 
hook their water onto another community’s water supply. 
They should develop a strategy of steps they would take and 
resources they would draw from if they needed to supply their 
residents with a temporary alternative water source. 

Whether your township has its own municipal water 
system or it connects to another, officials have a responsibility 
to make sure their community’s water is safe. No one should 
have to question whether the water pouring from their tap 
each day could potentially lead to health problems down the 
road.

“That’s really the bottom line here,” Hammond said. 
“When you turn on a tap, and you’re providing your family 
with water, you should know it’s safe, and you’re able to drink 
it without fear.”

To donate log in to www.michigantownships.org, click MTA-PAC under the Advocacy tab or call (517) 321-6467!
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Providing training and skills for 
effective leadership

Mark your calendar for upcoming 
educational opportunities for your township
As an MTA member, you belong to the largest community 
of local government officials in the state. Our educational 
events provide an opportunity to connect with that 
community, MTA staff and other municipal experts, to 
discuss the latest issues affecting townships. Take note of 
what’s coming up and watch your email and mailbox for 
additional details and registration materials, or visit  
www.michigantownships.org.

Emerging Issues in Planning & Zoning
This popular summer evening workshop series identifies 
and explains hot topics in planning and zoning. Explore 
preemption issues and regulatory strategies for mining 
operations, event barns, short-term rental properties and 
more! We’ll offer tips to help you regulate what you can’t 
regulate and insights into balancing property rights while 
preserving the character of your community. Join us:

Aug. 14: Fetzer Center at WMU, Kalamazoo 
Aug. 20: Bavarian Inn Lodge, Frankenmuth 
Aug. 22: Little Bear East Arena, St. Ignace
Aug. 27: Fox Hill Event Center, Cadillac

Regional meetings bring knowledge, networking
MTA travels across the state 
each October for our On 
The Road regional meeting 
series. Each meeting features 
a thought-provoking general 
session, insightful legislative 
update and breakouts on 
timely township topics. 
Registration fees include 
continental breakfast, lunch 
and a mini expo. Dates and 
locations:

Oct. 1: Crystal Center at Crystal Mountain, Thompsonville
Oct. 2: Holiday Inn, Big Rapids
Oct. 3: Delta Hotels Kalamazoo Conference Center,  

  Kalamazoo
Oct. 8: Riverwalk Inn, Gladwin

Oct. 9:   Ramada Inn, Alpena
Oct. 10: Treetops Resort, Gaylord
Oct. 16: Comfort Inn & Village Conference Center, Chelsea
Oct. 17: Bavarian Inn Lodge, Frankenmuth
Oct. 22: Memorial Union at Michigan Tech, Houghton
Oct. 23: Island Resort Conference Center, Harris
Oct. 24: Little Bear East Arena, St. Ignace

Academy courses improve board effectiveness
The Township Governance Academy 
(fondly referred to around MTA as TGA) 
is designed to provide board members with 
knowledge and skills to make effective 
decisions that benefit the township and help 
master the role of township official. Required 
courses are available online and also rotate around the state 
each year. Here’s what’s being offered this fall:

Boyne Highlands, Harbor Springs
Sept. 17: Managing Your Township Team (F-104) 
Sept. 18: At Your Service: Meeting Township Needs (F-101)

Bavarian Inn Lodge, Frankenmuth
Nov. 19: Land Use: Defining Your Township’s Future     

    (F-102)
Nov. 20: Utilizing the Strategic Planning Process  

     to Achieve Results (B-104)
     Making Meetings Work More Effectively (B-105)
If you’ve been thinking about enrolling in TGA but 

haven’t, you can still register! Courses are open to every 
official and we’ll issue credit retroactively as far back as six 
months. If you’re already enrolled and need to earn elective 
credit, register for one of MTA’s On the Road regional 
meetings and earn four elective credits, just by showing 
up! Or take the continuing education self-assessment that 
appeared in last month’s magazine for two credits.
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REGISTRATION INFORMATION

upcoming MTA events
Professional 

Development Retreats

As a township leader, you are expected to have solutions for a wide variety 
of challenges. How do you ensure you’re equipped to anticipate, and develop 
strategies to overcome, virtually any situation that arises in your community? 

Join fellow officials from across the state this summer at Shanty Creek 
Resort in Bellaire for MTA’s Professional Development Retreats. These 
events offer unparalleled educational programming and excellent 
networking opportunities that you cannot receive elsewhere.

Practical techniques and valuable resources
The programs are packed with informative sessions featuring topics 
tailored to the duties specific to your township position. Take advantage of 
this learning opportunity and connect with others who can help make your 
role as a township official more fulfilling. It’s an investment worth making.

All about the education
Each retreat offers a learning experience geared to your office on concepts, 
trends and pressing issues in township government. Sessions are designed 
for officials at every level, and will help you develop new skills while 
providing you with knowledge of the statutory duties and responsibilities 
required of you. Detailed descriptions for each retreat’s educational sessions 
appear in registration materials mailed in May, and are also available online 
at www.michigantownships.org.

Evening activity
After a full day of education, we know you’ll be ready for some fresh air! 
Leave the meeting room behind and join your friends for a northern 
Michigan summer evening in the great outdoors.

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

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

__________________________________________________________
Township                                                                   County

__________________________________________________________
Daytime Telephone                                                   Email

__________________________________________________________
Name & Title

__________________________________________________________
Name & Title

  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.

2nd registrant saves 
$58!

Attendance at an MTA Professional Development Retreat is 
worth four (4) elective credits in the Township Governance Academy.

Lodging
Housing is not included in retreat registration rates.  
Contact Shanty Creek directly at (866) 695-5004 or visit 
www.bit.ly/MTALodging.

Cancellations & Substitutions
Written cancellation requests received at the MTA office four weeks prior 
to the event will receive a full refund; two weeks prior will receive a half 
refund; no refunds will be issued thereafter. You may substitute another 
individual from your township for your registration without incurring a 
charge. Please notify MTA of the change. Changes to hotel reservations 
must be made directly with Shanty Creek; see hotel confirmation for 
cancellation policies.

P&Z TEAM: JULY 9-10        SUPERVISORS: JULY 11-12 

TREASURERS: JULY 15-16   CLERKS: JULY 17-18 

TRUSTEES: JULY 26-27

Which retreat do you wish to attend?

 P&Z - New!    Supervisors    Treasurers    Clerks    Trustees
     

Full Program: Includes all meals, refreshments, classes, materials and 
evening activity. Housing is NOT included; see lodging details above.
  $329/person  $379/person if payment is received at MTA   
  within two weeks of event

Single-Day Session: Check the day you wish to attend. Includes that day’s 
meals, refreshments, classes and materials. Day one includes evening activity.
  Day One ONLY $208/person 
   $228 within two weeks of event
  Day Two ONLY $164/person
   $184 within two weeks of event
  Save $58 on second full-program registration; online use code: MTA-58

Guest Registration: Includes that day’s meals and refreshments. 
 Full Guest: $118      Day One only: $76    Day Two only: $42
Guest name:_________________________________________

TOTAL: $_________          Non-members, call MTA for rates.



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

upcoming MTA workshop
REGISTRATION INFORMATION

Hot Topics in Planning & Zoning
Join MTA for a how-to guide and real-life practical experiences at the summer’s 
hottest evening workshop series. This program identifies emerging issues in 
planning and zoning, and is a must for planning commissioners, township board 
members and zoning administrators.

How do you regulate what you can’t regulate? 
Dig into land use and zoning issues that are preempted from regulation by state 
or federal law. Mining operations, oil and gas facilities, event barns and short-
term rental properties are just a few of the hot-button regulatory issues facing 
townships. How can townships deal with the legal issues and still address the 
concerns of their residents?

Explore preemption issues and regulatory strategies for these hot topics and 
more. We’ll offer insights into regulating unusual trouble-spots like tiny houses, 
composting operations, drones and tree ordinances. Learn the fine art of balancing 
property rights while maintaining the peace and character of your community. 

Dinner is included with registration and will begin at 4 p.m. The workshop is 
held from 5 to 8:30 p.m. Dates and locations are:

Aug. 14: Fetzer Center at Western Michigan University,                        
2350 Business Ct., Kalamazoo (269) 387-3232

Aug. 20: Bavarian Inn Lodge & Conference Center, One Covered Bridge Ln., Frankenmuth (989) 652-7200 
Aug. 22: Little Bear East Arena, 275 Marquette St., St. Ignace (906) 643-8676
Aug. 27: Fox Hill Event Center, 7640 Mackinaw Tr., Cadillac (231) 775-7650

Discounted book package available! Use this form to pre-purchase MTA’s Planning & Zoning Book Package, which includes updated (in 
2019!) versions of both The Township Guide to Planning & Zoning and Planning & Zoning Decision-making. The Township Guide to Planning & 
Zoning provides a detailed look at the planning process and outlines elements of a successful planning program, while Planning & Zoning Decision-
making aims to help planning and zoning officials reach defensible, effective decisions and build a strong community based on sound planning principles and 
procedures. Books will be distributed at check-in. A limited number of publications will also be available to purchase on-site. 
Cancellation, substitution & switching policy: Written cancellation requests received at the MTA office by July 31 will receive a full refund. No 
refunds will be issued thereafter. You may switch workshop locations at no charge if you notify MTA of the change at least one week prior to the 
workshop; otherwise, a $25/person fee will be assessed. You may substitute another individual from your township without incurring a charge; 
please notify MTA of the change.

H o t  T o p i c s  i n  P & Z  R e g i s t r a t i o n  F o r m

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

                        -                       -                        -                        

  Card #                                                                                                    Expires

  Print Card Holder’s Name                                                                      Signature

/

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

_________________________________________________________________________
 Township           

_________________________________________________________________________
 Daytime Telephone                                                                                Email

_________________________________________________________________________
 Name & Title                            Purchase P&Z book package?    Yes    No

_________________________________________________________________________
 Name & Title                            Purchase P&Z book package?    Yes    No

_________________________________________________________________________
 Name & Title                            Purchase P&Z book package?    Yes    No

     County

  DISCOUNTED rate*: $94  For paid registrations received by July 31. 

  REGULAR rate*: $114  For paid registrations received after July 31.

  ON-SITE rate*: $124  For paid registrations received within three days of the event 

 ______ (# registered)   x   $_______ (rate*)                     =  $_________ 
 
 ______ (# of book packages)  x  ($72/package*)   =   $_________ 

                                      AMOUNT ENCLOSED              =    $_________ 
  

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

Save time, register online!
www.michigantownships.org

Please check the date/location you will attend:

 Aug. 14:  Kalamazoo   Aug. 20:  Frankenmuth      
 Aug. 22: St. Ignace  Aug. 27: Cadillac    

Click on “Events” to 
find information on 

upcoming  
MTA trainings



WE HAVE AN APP  
FOR THAT!

MTA’s new app—available on GooglePlay and the  
Apple App Store—makes connecting with your peers 

and the Association and its resources easier than ever! 
Download to your mobile device and start exploring today!

UPCOMING TRAINING

• Easily connect to the MTA website

• Quick link to MTA’s online Answer Center

• Stay up to date on legislative issues impacting townships

• Get social with MTA on Facebook and Twitter

• Connect with other local officials

•  and more!

Click on “Events” to 
find information on 

upcoming  
MTA trainings
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As he introduced himself to the Groveland Township 
(Oakland Co.) staff between house-hunting stops, he was 
immediately struck by their professionalism and helpfulness. 
Even beyond the walls of the township hall, it was clear— 
this was good government.

Sheridan knew he wanted to be involved with townships. 
But he didn’t know that years later, he’d lead the largest 
municipal organization in the state as the voice for township 
government.

As of July 1, Sheridan is officially MTA’s fifth executive 
director. His predecessor, Larry Merrill, retired June 30 after 
39 years of service to the Association. 

‘In great hands’
The MTA Board of Directors enthusiastically hired Sheridan 
after a thorough, months-long search that attracted nearly 
50 candidates. Sheridan made it to the final round of 
interviews and impressed the search committee with his 
ability to captivate a room, his extensive background in local 
government and his proven track record as a leader. 

“We have a new leader who is willing to learn from 
current staff and is more open to listening than to talking,” 
said 2019 MTA President Jeff Sorensen, supervisor of 
Cooper Charter Township (Kalamazoo Co.). “With his 
leadership style, MTA members and the staff are going to be 
in great hands.”

For as long as he can remember, Sheridan was intrigued 
by the men and women who guided, shaped and served his 
community. Whether he was earning a Boy Scouts “Citizenship 
in the Community” merit badge, volunteering in local campaign 
efforts or meeting his state representative, his experiences 

only whet his appetite for the difference he could make in 
government. So, when the time came to choose a college major, 
he chose American Government. His professor, one of the 
nation’s leading government experts at the time, later invited 
him to be his teaching assistant—an experience Sheridan credits 
with sparking his love of teaching and speaking.

Before he pursued a career in government, Sheridan 
wanted a solid footing in the business world. He was hired 
by J.P. Morgan and Company, which was specifically 
looking for liberal arts and sciences students—people who 
could think creatively to innovate, with new approaches to 
opportunities and challenges. The bank even paid for him 
to continue his education by earning a Master of Business 
Administration degree at New York University. 

“What they taught us about forecasting, budgeting, 
presenting, managing, negotiating and auditing was exactly 
what a guy with a liberal arts degree needed to understand the 
ways and means of getting things done,” Sheridan said.

After nearly seven years at the bank, a friend lured him 
back into the world of government. Sheridan volunteered 
for his friend’s dark horse mayoral campaign, which 
unexpectedly won for a short six-month term. Sheridan 
was hooked. After re-organizing the mayor’s office, he 
immediately managed his friend’s re-election campaign, 
expanding the volunteer base from 14 to 1,400 and raising 
$1.5 million. The campaign team won not only the mayor’s 
race again, but also helped a slate of candidates win all the 
city council seats.

The administration his friend replaced had been corrupt for 
decades, and the new administration and their voters reveled 
in the chance to truly make a difference.

When Neil Sheridan moved to Michigan nearly 20 years ago,  
his local township hall was one of his first stops.

A new leader
Neil Sheridan becomes  

MTA’s fifth executive director
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“It was a breathtaking time,” Sheridan said. Sheridan 
helped secure the Battleship New Jersey from the U.S. Navy 
as a memorial, negotiated with state and federal governments, 
worked on healthcare issues and served on a task force for the 
state Legislature.

A consulting firm eventually recruited Sheridan to take 
a break from government. As part of KPMG Consulting, 
he lived around Europe and the U.S. for five years, selling 
major management projects to several of the world’s largest 
companies. His travels frequently brought him to Michigan, 
where he was struck by the friendly people, excellent quality 
of life and beautiful scenery. He decided the time was right 
to permanently unpack his suitcase, and he knew Michigan 
would be his home.

Getting involved in his local government
As Sheridan started his own consulting firm in Groveland 
Township, he knew he wanted to be involved in his local 
government in some way. After settling in, he was appointed 
to the board of review, and later was selected to serve on the 
township planning commission. Over the years, he developed 
close friendships with his township’s board members and 
learned as much as he could about their roles.

Meanwhile, Sheridan became involved with the world 
of associations when the Michigan Society of Association 
Executives asked him to lead a half-day strategy workshop 
with leaders of Michigan’s 30 largest associations. A few 
friendships he cultivated as a result led him to serve on the 
board of the Small Business Association of Michigan, which 
like MTA is also considered one of the most influential in 
the state. He continued collaborating with Lansing public 
policy groups and later co-authored a Michigan strategic plan 
that was presented to Gov. Gretchen Whitmer.

‘The dream job’
But as much as he loved his home in Groveland Township, 
he cast his eye toward the Lansing area. His wife spent 
hours each week commuting to her job at Michigan State 
University, and they decided they eventually wanted to 
relocate and raise their family in mid-Michigan. When 
the MTA executive director position popped up on his job 
search, he knew it was the perfect opportunity to apply his 
interests and make a positive impact for Michigan.

“Leaving our township is a little bittersweet,” Sheridan 
said. “We love where we live. But they’re excited for me, and 
I’m excited, too. This outstanding organization really is the 
dream job.”

As MTA’s new leader, Sheridan says his top priority is 
to maintain the Association’s high-performing status and 
fine reputation. Throughout his first year, he plans to spend 
time listening to township officials, board members and 
staff, learning as much as he can about the organization and 
townships as a whole. He’s a planner by nature and says he 
also wants to fully understand the organization’s long-term 
trajectory.

Sheridan emphasized that he isn’t stepping into this role 
with his own agendas and priorities. With an approved policy 
agenda and satisfied members, MTA is already moving in 
the right direction, he said. His immediate priority is to 
make MTA’s changing of the guard as smooth a transition as 
possible. 

Beyond managing MTA’s day-to-day operations, 
Sheridan looks forward to serving as the voice for MTA in 
the community. Whether it’s at an MTA event or a county 
chapter meeting, he hopes to encourage township officials and 
share the message of why townships, whether large or small, 
are so important and so effective at delivering local democracy.

“Our goals are pretty clear,” Sheridan said. “As I’m 
focused on those goals and our policy priorities, I want to 
speak with a unified voice for all townships.”

At MTA’s Annual Educational Conference & Expo in April, MTA’s new 
Executive Director Neil Sheridan had the opportunity to address 
attendees at the General Session (top photo above), meet lawmakers 
during the VIP reception (second photo above), and talk further with 
MTA Board members, including 2018 MTA President Ken Gauthier 
(bottom photo above).
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legal review

Public meetings are a limited public 
forum, and reasonable regulations on 
speech may be imposed

Holeton v City of Livonia, 
___ Mich. App. ___,  
May 7, 2019—The 
Michigan Court of Appeals 
held that John and Pauline 
Holeton failed to establish 
a claim under 42 USC 
1983 that the named city 
officials, acting under “color 
of state law” deprived them 
of a right secured by the 
Constitution or laws of the 
United States. 

In this case, the city 
council had scheduled a 
meeting of its infrastructure 
committee to take citizen 
comments about DTE 
Energy “smart meters.” 

Committee Chair Brosnan required speakers to follow a rule 
to address the chair, and not the audience. Pauline Holeton 
instead repeatedly addressed the audience, and Brosnan 
subsequently ordered her to leave the meeting, which she 
did. John Holeton and others were allowed to address the 
committee as the meeting continued. In their suit, the 
Holetons alleged that Brosnan’s decision to order Pauline 
to leave the meeting amounted to a deprivation her federal 
constitutional rights.

The Court held that “It is well settled that the First 
Amendment prevents government from interfering with 
the speech of private individuals on the basis of the message 
expressed. The amendment does not, however, prevent 
governments from enacting content-neutral restrictions that 
impose incidental limitations on speech. That is so because 
the First Amendment does not protect the right to publicize 
one’s views whenever, however, and wherever one pleases. 
Additionally … the committee meeting at issue was a limited 
public forum. … For limited public fora, the state may impose 
reasonable regulations on speech so as to reserve the forum 
for its intended purposes, as long as the regulation does not 
suppress expression on the basis of the speaker’s view.”

“The evidence showed that the City Council scheduled 
the meeting to address citizen concerns about smart meters, 
which previous meetings of the City Council had shown 
to be a contentious issue. By requiring commentary to be 
directed to the chair, Brosnan ensured that commentators 
would not be inciting other attendees to heckle or debate 
the commentator, or otherwise disrupt the orderly progress 

of the commentary. The City Council had a significant 
governmental interest in conducting orderly and efficient 
meetings. The rule was on its face reasonably calculated to 
ensure the orderly participation of the community members 
who wished to express their views without targeting the 
content or their viewpoint. Accordingly, the rule was 
reasonable and consistent with the requirements of the First 
Amendment for limited public fora.”

“As noted, the address-the-chair rule did not by itself 
target the speaker’s viewpoint and did not prevent anyone 
from petitioning the Infrastructure Committee. Brosnan also 
provided reasonable notice of the rule by explaining the nature 
of the rule before the meeting of the Infrastructure Committee. 
The mere existence of the rule—without regard to the propriety 
of its promulgation—did not violate the Holetons’ First 
Amendment rights or their right to due process under the 
Fourteenth Amendment. Additionally, although removing 
Pauline for a violation of the rule might have amounted to 
a violation of Michigan’s [Open Meetings Act (OMA)] , 
see MCL 15.263(6), a violation of the OMA does not itself 
establish that Brosnan’s actions also deprived Pauline of her 
rights under the First and Fourteenth Amendments.”

MMMA does not create right to employment 
or prohibit a public employer from imposing 
zero-tolerance marijuana policies
Eplee v City of Lansing, ___ Mich. App. 
___, decided Feb. 19, 2019, approved for 
publication April 23, 2019—The Court of 
Appeals affirmed the trial court’s grant of 
the city’s motion for summary disposition 
of Angela Eplee’s claim of a violation of 
Michigan Medical Marihuana Act (MMMA).

The Lansing Board of Water and Light, a 
public employer, had extended a conditional 
offer of at-will employment to Eplee, but 
rescinded that offer after she tested positive 
for tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) during a 
drug screen as part of the hiring process. 

Eplee sued, claiming that doing so 
violated her protections as a qualified 
medical marihuana patient under MCL 333.26424(a), as 
a disciplinary action by a business for the medical use of 
marijuana. Eplee also argued that even if the MMMA did 
not prevent private employers from disciplining employees 
for marijuana use (per the 2012 U.S. Sixth Circuit holding 
in Casias v Wal-Mart Stores, Inc., 695 F.3d 428), this rule 
did not apply to public entity employers. She argued that the 
MMMA was intended “to prohibit any penalty associated 
with the use or cultivation of marijuana in the context of 
public employment.”

Catherine Mullhaupt,  
MTA Staff Attorney
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The Court held: “[A]n individual must show some pre-
existing entitlement or right or benefit that has been lost 
or denied—i.e., unemployment benefits under MESA in 
that case—before it can be said that the loss or denial of 
that benefit constitutes a penalty or the denial of a right or 
privilege under the MMMA.”

“Generally, and under Michigan law by presumption, 
employment relationships are terminable at the will of 
either party. Such at-will employment relationships may be 
terminated ‘for any reason or no reason at all.’ ” 

“Plaintiff has not rebutted the presumption that the 
position offered to her by the BWL was terminable at 
the will of the BWL. If the BWL would have been able 
to terminate plaintiff’s employment at any time after 
her employment began for any or no reason, it logically 
follows that the BWL could rescind its conditional offer of 
employment at any time and for any or no reason at all.”

“Further, plaintiff’s assertions regarding defendant’s 
status as public entities do not and cannot serve as a legal 
basis on which this Court could find that plaintiff had any 
‘right’ or ‘property interest’ in employment with the BWL. 
‘A property right emanates from a contract or statute; 
public employment in and of itself is not a property interest 
automatically entitling an employee to procedural due 
process.’ Additionally, although a contract or statute may 
provide a property right, ‘a public employee does not have a 
property right in continued employment when the position is 
held at the will of the employee's superiors and the employee 
has not been promised termination only for just cause.’ ”

“Furthermore, unlike the situation in Braska v Challenge 
Manufacturing, 307 Mich. App. 340 (2014), where the 
claimants could demonstrate that they would have been 
entitled to unemployment benefits but for their medical 
use of marijuana, plaintiff in this case cannot show that she 
would have certainly begun employment with the BWL but 
for her medical marijuana use because the BWL at all times 
retained the ability to terminate her employment, including 
the offer of employment, for any reason or no reason, 
regardless of plaintiff’s medical use of marijuana. Plaintiff 
therefore cannot demonstrate that the withdrawal of the 
employment offer constituted a ‘penalty’ for purposes of  
§ 4(a) of the MMMA.”

“When viewed in its entirety, plaintiff’s MMMA-violation 
claim is an attempt to use § 4(a) of the MMMA as a sword 
to obtain a protected right to employment rather than as the 
shield of protection that is the true function of § 4(a). But § 
4(a) of the MMMA does not provide such a right. Notably, 
there is no language in this statute related to ‘employment.’ 
Moreover, as previously discussed, the statute does not 
create affirmative rights but instead provides immunity from 
penalties and the denial of rights or privileges based on the 
medical use of marijuana. In this case, plaintiff cannot show 
that she incurred such a penalty or was denied such a right 
or privilege because the harm she suffered was the loss of an 
employment opportunity in which she held absolutely no 
right or property interest.”

Court of Appeals upholds township’s 
ordinance regulating short-term rentals 
Reaume v Township of Spring Lake, ___ Mich. App. ___, 
May 21, 2019—Susan Reaume purchased a home in Spring 
Lake Township (Ottawa Co.) in 2003, located in the 
township’s R-1, Low Density Residential zoning district, and 
used it as her primary residence until 2015, when she began 
renting it out as a short-term vacation rental. Short-term 
rentals were not specifically permitted in the ordinance as an 
authorized use or special use.

According to the court, “In December 2016, the 
Township adopted Ordinance No. 255, which prohibited 
short-term rentals in the R-1 zone. However, the ordinance 
allowed long-term rentals of more than 28 days. The 
ordinance provided that all short-term rentals must be 
registered and licensed with the community development 
director before rental activity could occur. The Township 
also adopted Ordinance No. 257, which amended the 
Spring Lake Township Zoning Ordinance to allow ‘short-
term rentals’ and ‘limited short-term rentals,’ which 
had independent definitions, in certain zoning districts. 
Ordinance No. 257 permitted ‘limited short-term rentals,’ 
but not ‘short-term rentals,’ in R-1 zones. The amendment 
defined ‘limited short-term rentals’ as ‘[t]he rental of any 
Dwelling for any one or two rental periods of up to 14 days, 
not to exceed 14 days total in a calendar year.’ ”

Reaume applied for a short-term rental license, was 
denied, and then appealed to the township zoning board 
of appeals, and was denied. The trial court affirmed the 
township’s decision. 

The Court of Appeals affirmed, holding: “Plaintiff’s use 
of the property for short-term rentals was never permitted 
under the Township’s R-1 zoning. This is consistent with 
case law establishing that commercial or business uses of 
property, generally meaning uses intended to generate a 
profit, are inconsistent with residential uses of property. 
Plaintiff’s use of the property for short-term rental was 
not a prior nonconforming use because it was never lawful 
pursuant to the Ordinance. The Township’s mere failure 
to enforce the Ordinance does not confer upon plaintiff 
a right to continue violating the ordinance. Neither does 
a statement made by any individual without the power to 
bind the Township, especially where none of the statements 
clearly express an opinion that short-term rentals in R-1 
zones was affirmatively lawful. Accordingly, the trial court 
properly affirmed the Township Board’s denial of plaintiff’s 
application for a short-term rental license.”

Not all Court of Appeals opinions are “published,” and 
unpublished opinions cannot be used as precedent. Here, 
the court advocated that the opinion be published because 
“the issues presented in the current matter are of increasing 
importance and commonality in Michigan, and that the 
bench and bar would benefit from the certainty that a 
published opinion would bring.”
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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

Chassell Township

The 51.9 square miles that make up 
Chassell Township (Houghton Co.) are 
home to more than 1,822 residents. Located in 

the beautiful Keweenaw Peninsula of upper Michigan, 
the township was organized in 1888, and named after 
John Chassell, a prominent businessman and farmer whose 
farmland became the site of the community of Chassell. The 
township’s early history centered on logging and milling. The 
Sturgeon River served as a key early artery for floating white 
pine timber from the south and a narrow gauge railroad 
later brought hardwood timber to the mill from areas to 
the southwest. Commercial fishing and agriculture would 
become important economic drivers for the area during the 
20th century, with potatoes and strawberries becoming key 
crops. 

Today in downtown Chassell, community members can 
be seen watering bright flower beds along the sidewalks. 
Walking around the quaint township, visitors will notice the 
local post office built from Jacobsville Sandstone, the grotto 
owned by the St. Anne Catholic Church, and the community 
gazebo built by local students.

In July, the township hosts an annual Strawberry Festival 
in the township’s Centennial Park. During the two-day 
festival, the township sells scrumptious strawberry shortcake 

and community members can attend the fish boil in the 
pavilion. Local crafters are featured at a craft show during 
the festival. The Strawberry Festival features the Strawberry 
Queen competition and once the queen is crowned, the 
queen is in the festival parade. 

The community’s natural beauty and outstanding array 
of outdoor recreational assets support a four-season lifestyle 
unparalleled by other parts of the country. Key community 
assets are the beautiful wooded 10K classic cross country 
ski trail and 10K snowshoeing trail system. The trails 
cross through Centennial Park and reach all the way up to 
Houghton. In the winter, residents ride through the same 
trails, which double as state-maintained snowmobile trails. 
Centennial Park on Pike Bay has a playground, beach, boat 
launch, fish cleaning station, ice skating, ice fishing access 
and pavilion, and the Chassell Heritage Center museum is 
also a popular activity. 

With funding support from the Portage Health 
Foundation and a recently passed recreation millage, the 
township will open a 10-station fitness trail this summer on 
a portion of the cross country ski trail. The recreation millage 
will also support the opening of an off-leash dog park along 
Pike Bay. The township has an engineering study underway 
to support the development of a motorboat, canoe and 
kayak launch at the US-41 Sturgeon River crossing funded 
50 percent by a state Department of Natural Resources 
Waterways Grant in order to help develop this outstanding 
river trail. An historic interpretive trail is also under 
development on the mill site of the Sturgeon River Lumber 
Company and Worcester Lumber Company. 

The township is committed to becoming a Michigan 
Economic Development Corporation Redevelopment Ready 
Community and is currently engaging in the development 
of its master plan. Chassell Township seeks to leverage its 
outstanding location 
and four-season 
outdoor recreation 
assets to become 
a home for the 
remote workforce 
and is also focused 
on revitalizing 
its agricultural 
economy. 
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Purchase your 
updated 

Township Guide to 
Planning & Zoning 

TODAY!

MTA’s Township Guide to Planning & Zoning is 

the only guide geared exclusively toward Michigan 

townships to provide a comprehensive look at land use 

planning—from the local perspective. Our new edition 

includes clarifications and updates made throughout 

the publication, including new sections on current 

issues such as marijuana, short-term rentals and wireless 

communication, and the use of technology and social 

media in acquiring information and making decisions.

 Beginning with a detailed look at the planning 

process, this guide goes on to outline the elements of 

a successful township planning program. It includes 

statutory authority for township planning, legal influences 

and limitations on zoning, cooperative planning with 

other government units, growth management tools and 

techniques, and the authorities and duties of planning 

commissions.  

The Township Guide to

Planning & Zoning

ORDER FORM (please print neatly)

Name ___________________________________________________________

Company _______________________________________________________

Phone (______________)  __________________________________________

SHIPPING ADDRESS:
Street ___________________________________________________________

City ________________________________________, MI  Zip______________

THE TOWNSHIP GUIDE TO PLANNING & ZONING
            Quantity _________  x  $49.50 (MTA member price)   = $_____________
                          _________  x  $71.50 (non-member price)    = $_____________

                                                            Shipping and handling  + $_____________

Subtotal   $_____________ 
Add 6% tax if not tax-exempt  + $_____________

Total   $   

CHOOSE PAYMENT TYPE

  Invoice township    Check enclosed (payable to MTA)  

  Visa or MasterCard #__________  __________  __________  __________

Exp. ______/______

_____________________________________________________________
Authorizing Signature

Mail completed form to: 
 MTA, P.O. Box 80078, Lansing, MI 48908-0078,  

or fax to: (517) 321-8908 
MTA members can order online at www.michigantownships.org 

(click on “Store”; must log in to receive member pricing) 

Up to $150, add $5; $150-$350, add $10; 
 $351-$749, add $15; over $750, contact MTA

Price for MTA members is $49.50;   
non-member price is $71.50. 

 A must-have for elected officials, 
and every member of your township's 

planning and zoning team!
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MICHIGAN TOWNSHIP 

PARTICIPATING PLAN

• Largest Public Act 138 program in Michigan Providing 
tailored Property/Casualty insurance coverages 
for public entities

• Underwritten by an A+ rated insurance carrier

• Supervised by a Michigan board of directors elected from 
the membership, by the membership

• Administered by Tokio Marine HCC Public Risk 
providing in-house underwriting, risk control 
and claims administration

• Servicing over 1300+ Michigan public entities

• Risk Reduction Grant Program

• Scholarship Reimbursement Program
Citizen Planner & Zoning Administrator

• Dividend Program

        For more information please call 1-800-783-1370
             or visit our website www.theparplan.com   

SERVING MICHIGAN
 PUBLIC ENTITIES SINCE 1985


