
township focus  |  MARCH 2023   19 

Navigating  
Right to Farm

It’s been more than four decades since the Right to Farm 
Act was established, in 1981, as a proactive legal defense for 
commercial farming operations against nuisance allegations. 
�e RTFA also preempts any local ordinance, regulation 
or resolution attempting to control any language within 
GAAMPs or the act. 

“It is quite powerful,” said Wozniak. “Operations look to 
utilize these standards to protect themselves from allegations 
or where local ordinances look to control. However, farm 
operations must keep in mind that the RTFA is not blanket 
coverage and is not automatically granted.”

A farm must be a commercial operation to receive RTFA 
protection. (See page 21 for what meets the de�nition of a 
farm.) �e court of law decides the de�nition of commercial 
operation with guidance from the RTFA. �e act doesn’t 
give MDARD the authority to make the determination.

“�e RTFA charges MDARD with two things: 
investigating nuisance allegations against agricultural 
operations and facilitating the annual review of GAAMPs,” 
said Wozniak. “�at’s our role. �e act does not give us the 
authority to determine if they’re a commercial operation or if 
they’re a farm.”

Commercial operations must follow all applicable 
GAAMPs to be protected from nuisance-related lawsuits. 
GAAMPs are not farming regulations, but are management 
guidelines for producers and cover most agricultural practices. 
�ere are currently eight GAAMPs: manure management 
and utilization, site selection and odor control for new 

and expanding livestock facilities, nutrient management 
utilization, pest management utilization, irrigation water use, 
farm market, care of farm animals, and cranberry production. 
If followed, GAAMPs should mitigate nuisance concerns. 

The complaint process
MDARD’s RTF Program has four �eld inspectors to 
respond to complaints, review site selection applications, and 
conduct proactive reviews covering the entire state.

Once a complaint is received, RTF inspectors are required 
to be on-site to investigate within seven business days from 
the receipt of the complaint. �e RTF Program receives 
a wide variety of complaints ranging anywhere from large 
dairies to small garden operations, and can range from odor 
concerns, manure applications or sediment-laden rainfall 
runo�, to bees. Upon assignment of a complaint, an RTF 
inspector visits the farm and determines if the farmer is in 
conformance with the applicable GAAMPs related to the 
complaint made. If the operation is in conformance, the owner 
receives a letter that they can use as an a�rmative defense. �e 
RTF Program receives an average of 150 complaints a year 
and responded to 156 in 2022. 

“We go out and investigate every complaint we receive, 
regardless of the nature of the operation,” said Wozniak. 
“However, we may explain to smaller operations, though they 
might be in conformance with the GAAMPs, they may not 
be able to successfully use the RTFA because they would 
need to prove in court that they are a commercial operation.” 
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It’s an increasingly common scene: As development expands into rural 
areas, non-farming residents experience unfamiliar farm smells or noises 
and report them as nuisance complaints to their local officials. Local officials 
are left unsure of what they can do about the complaints and farmers are 
worried about how to protect their farms and be good neighbors. 

Farmers can contact the RTF Program to set up a 
proactive review of their farming operation any time. A 
proactive review means an RTF inspector visits their farm 
to determine if they are in conformance with the applicable 
GAAMPs. Usually, small farms or small livestock operations 
request proactive reviews. Large operations, with 50 or 
more units of animals, are guided toward a Site Selection 
Verification application, which is another form of a proactive 
review that may be slightly more extensive. 

“The RTF Program provides trained technical experts 
to investigate if an agricultural operation is following the 
guidelines established under the RTFA,” said Wozniak. “Our 
staff are here to be a resource for those interested in farming 
and agriculture.” 

Operations that can prove they are commercial may 
utilize the RTFA to protect against nuisance lawsuits. If an 
agricultural operation is not meeting these standards, the act 
gives the RTF Program a timeline and course of action on 
what to do to correct the non-conformance management. 

“If they are not in conformance, farmers have 30 days from 
the start of the investigation to either fix the issue or submit a 
plan to correct it,” noted Wozniak. “If a plan is submitted, our 
team goes back out, after the agreed-upon timeframe, to make 
sure they are in conformance with the GAAMPs.” 

The RTFA provides the landowner an opportunity to 
demonstrate that they are meeting guidelines. Inspectors 

will work with those farmers to help alleviate any perceived 
nuisance allegations from neighboring communities. 

“At the end of the process, if they’re in conformance, 
MDARD will provide a letter stating that fact,” said 
Wozniak. “The letter could be used if the concerned party 
decides to file a lawsuit against the agricultural operation for 
nuisance.”

Site Selection Verification
Farmers with more than 50 animal units, who are 
considering building livestock housing, or manure storage 
associated with livestock housing, should contact the RTF 
Program for a Site Selection Verification. This verification 
can provide certain protections from nuisance allegations. It 
can also be a tool to demonstrate an operation has the right 
to farm protection, which can be shown to local officials. 
Farmers can request a Site Selection Verification at any time, 
although it is preferable that farmers request verification 
before building livestock housing. 

To start the process, farmers submit a completed 
Livestock Production Facility Siting Application to the RTF 
Program. This application will identify: the location of the 
proposed new construction or expansion project, any areas 
of concern, the proposed timeline, the odor management 
plan (including an OFFSET odor model), and information 
regarding any type of manure storage structure(s). 

For conformance, farmers may be required to notify their 
neighbors who reside within certain distances, as outlined in 
the Site Selection and Odor Control for New and Expanding 
Livestock Facilities GAAMPs (Site Selection GAAMPs), 
if they are building a new livestock structure or expanding 
an existing facility. Once all materials are received, the RTF 
Program sends a letter to the farmer acknowledging receipt 
of the application, and notification to township officials of 
the proposed construction of a livestock structure. RTF staff 
reviews the application and schedules a site visit to confirm 
the details described in the application and that the site will 
meet Site Selection GAAMPs conformance requirements. 
During inspection, RTF inspectors look at structural plans, 
location of the structure, manure storage plan and structure, 
odor control management plan, environmentally sensitive 
areas, well locations, neighbors’ residences and their setbacks, 
and public land use(s). They do not look at or provide 
building construction permits, soil erosion control permits, or 
validate zoning ordinances; however, these may be required 
depending on the nature of the project.

“Certain agricultural structures do not require building 
permits before construction,” said Wozniak. “Farmers 
should work with the Michigan Department of Licensing 
and Regulatory Affair’s Bureau of Construction Codes to 
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What is a ‘farm’?
Under the Right to Farm Act (RTFA), “farm” means the 

land, plants, animals, buildings, structures, including ponds 
used for agricultural or aquacultural activities, machinery, 
equipment and other appurtenances used in the commercial 
production of farm products. 

“Commercial production” is the act of producing or 
manufacturing an item intended to be marketed and sold 
at a profit.” (Charter Twp. of Shelby v. Papesh, 267 Mich. 
App. 92, 2005) Michigan Department of Agriculture and 
Rural Development staff have consistently interpreted the 
commercial component as the intent to sell, with no minimum 
threshold of actual sales. A sign offering eggs for sale, for 
example, is enough to establish the intent.

“Farm operation” means farm operation and management or 
a condition or activity occurring at any time as necessary on a 
farm in connection with commercial production, harvesting and 
storage of farm products, and includes, but is not limited to:
• Marketing produce at roadside stands or farm markets
• Generation of noise, odors, dust, fumes and other associated 

conditions
• Operation of machinery and equipment necessary for a farm 

including, but not limited to, irrigation and drainage systems 
and pumps and on-farm grain dryers, and the movement 
of vehicles, machinery, equipment and farm products, and 
associated inputs necessary for farm operations on the 
roadway as authorized by the Michigan Vehicle Code

• Field preparation, and ground and aerial seeding and spraying
• Application of chemical fertilizers or organic materials, 

conditioners, liming materials or pesticides
• Use of alternative pest management techniques
• Fencing, feeding, watering, sheltering, transportation, 

treatment, use, handling and care of farm animals
• Management, storage, transport, utilization and application 

of farm by-products, including manure or agricultural wastes
• Conversion from one farm operation activity to another
• Employment and use of labor

“Farm product” means those plants and animals useful to 
human beings produced by agriculture and includes, but is 
not limited to, forages and sod crops, grains and feed crops, 
field crops, dairy and dairy products, poultry and poultry 
products, livestock, including breeding and grazing, equine, 
fish and other aquacultural products, bees and bee products, 
berries, herbs, fruits, vegetables, flowers, seeds, grasses, 
nursery stock, trees and tree products, mushrooms and other 
similar products, or any other product that incorporates the 
use of food, feed, fiber or fur, as determined by the Michigan 
Commission of Agriculture and Rural Development.

“Livestock” is defined in the Animal Industry Act, Public 
Act 466 of 1988, as “those species of animals used for human 
food and fiber or those species of animals used for service 
to humans. Livestock includes, but is not limited to, cattle, 
sheep, new world camelids [such as llamas and alpacas], 
goats, bison, privately owned cervids [deer], ratites [ostrich, 
emu, etc.], swine, equine [horses], poultry, aquaculture, and 
rabbits. Livestock does not include dogs and cats.”

There is no distinction in RTFA protection between crops and 
livestock, or as to farm ownership, which may be by an individual, 
corporation, partnership, association or other legal entity.

determine those exemptions. The RTFA has nothing to do 
with construction permits, lighting, the height of structures 
or the composition of the structures.”  

While the RTF Program does not make determinations 
on a structure’s aesthetics, townships may have the authority 
to determine the description of a farm structure. They may 
define the lighting requirements, structure composition or 
other details of the structure not defined within the RTFA  
or GAAMPs. 

“It is important for farmers and townships work hand 
in hand during the construction process,” said Wozniak. 
“Farmers are sometimes spending millions of dollars to build 
livestock structures. Working with us and the township can 
save them time and money.” 

After review of the application and site, a farm will receive 
an initial determination that falls into one of four categories:
•  Category 1. These are sites normally acceptable for livestock 

facilities and generally defined as areas that are highly 
agricultural with few non-farm residences. 

•  Category 2. These are sites where special technologies and/
or management practices could be needed to make new 
and expanding livestock facilities acceptable. These areas 
are predominantly agricultural but also have an increased 
number of non-farm residences. 

•  Category 3. These sites are generally not acceptable for 
new and expanding livestock production facilities due to 
environmental concerns or other neighboring land uses. 

•  Category 4. These sites are not acceptable for new and 
expanding livestock facilities and livestock production 
facilities.  
If a livestock facility falls into Category 4, farmers will 

receive a determination letter advising that the site is not 
suitable for their facility. A copy of the letter is also sent 
to county and township officials. If a livestock facility is 
determined to be a Category, 1, 2 or 3, it will follow the 
RTF Program’s site review and verification process outlined 
in the Site Selection GAAMPs. Once the site is found to 
be in conformance with all applicable GAAMPs, including 
the Site Selection GAAMPs, specific to livestock production 
facilities, the farmer will receive a Site Suitability Approval 
letter. A copy of this letter will be sent to the county and 
township officials. Upon Site Suitability being issued, a 
30-day appeal period is opened, allowing any neighbors 
within one-half mile of the proposed facility, local unit of 
government, or local unit of government within one-half 
mile to appeal MDARD’s determination. 

Construction must begin within three years from the 
date of approval by the RTF Program. Once the structure 
is built, an RTF inspector will conduct a final inspection. If 
the structure is built as described under the Site Suitability 
determination, the RTF Program will send a final verification 
letter to the farmer, and county and township officials. This 
letter is the final step with full conformance approval to the 
RTFA and GAAMPs.
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“The site review and verification process take time,” said 
Wozniak. “We look at a lot of material and do a thorough 
inspection of the potential site. Farmers can help by making 
sure they submitted all requested information.”

If a farm is found to not be in conformance with the 
Site Selection GAAMPs, farmers can work with RTF 
inspectors to develop a plan to get into conformance. The 
RTF inspectors will identify the issues for the operation and 
work with the owner and/or their consultant in identifying a 
solution.   

“We want to make sure every detail is correct before 
making a determination,” added Wozniak. “If the 
community doesn’t agree with our determination, they can 
appeal it using the process outlined in the Site Selection 
GAAMPs.” 

Townships and Right to Farm 
The Right to Farm Act can also be used as a tool when 
townships are developing ordinances. While the act preempts 
local ordinances if a farm is following applicable GAAMPs 
and is a commercial operation, it does not mean this is 
always the case. Townships can work with Michigan State 
University Extension (MSUE) to understand how the RTFA 
applies to their boundaries.  

“When we work with a township on ordinance 
development, we educate them about GAAMPs and Right 
to Farm, helping them develop ordinances that do not 
conflict with state law,” said Ryan Coffey-Hoag, MSUE 
land use educator. “We also work with townships and local 
legal authorities to be able to help identify what are common 
practices and what isn’t under the preemption language in 
the RTFA.” 

MSUE staff are unbiased, technical experts assigned 
to review GAAMPs. They are also a partner resource for 
farmers and townships with any questions about the right to 
farm. 

“After a farmer has a proactive review or received a 
complaint, we can help them fix or find resources to fix any 
issues that are discovered,” said Coffey-Hoag. “We want to 
make sure townships and farmers succeed and have a good 
relationship with each other and the RTFA.” 

Coffey-Hoag believes townships and farmers need to work 
together whenever the Right to Farm Act is in question. 
A farmer who is thinking about building a new livestock 
structure should be proactive and contact the RTF Program 
to see if they meet the Site Selection standards. Once they 
receive a Conformance Determination letter, farmers should 
reach out to their township officials and let them know 
they are in conformance with the RTFA. Townships in 
turn should reach out to MSUE or the RTF Program to 
understand the act and what the letter means. 

More about GAAMPs  
Generally Accepted Agricultural Management Practices 

(GAAMPs) are farm management guidelines, scientifically 
based for farmers to use when running their farm operations. 
If the GAAMPs are followed, they should mitigate both public 
and private nuisance conditions. There are eight GAAMPs: 
manure management and utilization, site selection and odor 
control for new and expanding livestock facilities, nutrient 
management utilization, pest management utilization, 
irrigation water use, farm market, care of farm animals, and 
cranberry production.

The GAAMPs must be reviewed annually by an expert 
technical panel and approved by the Michigan Commission 
of Agriculture and Rural Development. The Right to Farm 
Act establishes that the commission is responsible for 
the establishment of the GAAMPs and must take into 
consideration the recommendations from a variety of groups, 
including state departments, Michigan State University’s 
Agricultural Biology Research, Michigan State University 
Extension, United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) 
Farm Service Agency, USDA’s Natural Resource Conservation 
Services, local townships and counties, and other industry 
groups. MTA staff has also served on the GAAMPs review 
committee.

For more information, visit www.michigan.gov/righttofarm. 
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For more information on the Right to Farm Act, visit www.michigan.gov/
righttofarm or see MTA’s “Right to Farm Act and GAAMPs” webpage on  
www.michigantownships.org (click on the “Answer Center” under the 
“Member” tab and access via the “Index of Topics”; log in is required). For  
questions, email MDARD-RTF@michigan.gov. To reach Ryan Coffey Hoag, 
MSUE educator, call (231) 924-9677 or email coffeyry@msu.edu.

Portions of this article are excerpted from a September 2019 “Hello, MTA ... ?,” 
authored by MTA Staff Attorney Catherine Mullhaupt. 
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“If farmers and townships work together to understand 
the RTFA and GAAMPs, it would alleviate a lot of 
disputes,” said Coffey-Hoag. “MSUE is here as a resource 
to both parties as well as an expert source when reviewing 
GAAMPs.” 

MSUE is one of many partners the RTF Program works 
with to help farmers and local officials. 

“We work closely with MDARD’s Michigan Agriculture 
Environmental Assurance Program and their technicians 
to utilize their expertise and their relationships as well as 
MSU Extension,” said Wozniak. “Townships are equally 
vital partners to RTF Program helping their community 
members with the complaint process and farmers understand 
their rights. We work closely with a variety of consultants, 
private industry stakeholders and other constituent groups. 
Townships and farmers can also use any of these partners as a 
resource, at any time.”

Other laws that exempt farms
The State Construction Code, at MCL 125.1510, provides 

limited exemptions for some agricultural buildings: “(8) A 
building permit is not required for a building incidental to the 
use for agricultural purposes of the land on which the building is 
located if the building is not used in the business of retail trade.”

As a result, according to state Bureau of Construction Codes 
staff, agricultural buildings that meet that definition are not 
recognized as structures and are not required to get permits 
(building, electrical, plumbing and mechanical). A township 
cannot require inspections on those structures. The code also 
provides a limited exemption for “roadside stands”:

“(9) A qualifying roadside stand is exempt from the plumbing 
fixture requirements of this act and the code and is not required 
to have electric power. However, a qualifying roadside stand 
that has electric power must comply with the electrical code. 
This subsection does not exempt a qualifying roadside stand 
from a requirement to obtain a building permit. As used in this 
subsection, ‘qualifying roadside stand’ means a roadside stand 
that meets all of the following requirements:

(a) Is used only for seasonal retail trade in agricultural 
products.

(b) At least 50% of the agricultural products offered for sale 
at the roadside stand are produced on a farm that is owned or 
controlled by the person who owns the roadside stand. 

(c) Is not larger than 400 square feet.
(d) Is securely anchored to the ground.”



                    REGISTRATION INFORMATION

Managing Your Township Team
Every township has employees. Township board members, deputies, 
election workers, assessors and firefighters are employees for at 
least some employment purposes, and so are volunteers. Your board 
needs to be prepared to address issues like hiring, firing, discipline, 
compensation, even recruiting and managing volunteers. 

MTA can help! We’re teaming up with labor law experts Helen 
“Lizzie” Mills and Chad Karsten, attorneys from Fahey Schultz 
Burzych Rhodes PLC, to bring you real-life practical advice and 
policies. Join us at this full-day class being held in conjunction with 
our Annual Conference & Expo. This pre-Conference class, which 
includes continental breakfast and lunch, is being held being held 
April 17 from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. at the Grand Traverse Resort.

Learn how to craft effective township personnel policies, from the basic components to how to keep it current. You’ll even walk away 
with a sample personnel policy handbook you can mold into your own personalized version. Preparing and implementing appropriate 
policies can improve morale around your township hall, help you retain quality people and, even more importantly, help your 
township avoid employment- (and volunteer- ) related risks. Get the tools you need to better manage employees, deputies, volunteers 
... something for everyone on your township team!

Managing Your Township Team Registration Form 

upcoming MTA workshop

r  Early-bird Rate*: Expires March 20.
     $125/person (Premium subscribers pay $100/person**)

r  Regular Rate*: March 21 to April 3
     $150/person (Premium subscribers pay $120/person**)

r  On-site Rate*: After April 3
     $175/person (Premium subscribers pay $140/person**)

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

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

NOTE: Payment must accompany form in order to be processed. 
 Check enclosed (payable to MTA)

 Charge to: (circle one)                       MasterCard                            VISA   
                              

  Card #                                                                                                                Expires

  Print Card Holder’s Name                        CSV (3-digit code)                           Signature

Send completed registration form with payment to MTA, P.O. Box 80078, Lansing, MI 48908-0078,  
fax to: (517) 321-8908 or register online at https://bit.ly/MTAConf23 (select “pre-Conference only”  
to choose just this class). Already registered for our 2023 Conference? It’s not too late to add it!  

Visit https://bit.ly/MTAPreConf for online instructions OR use this form.

**Premium subscribers are townships that have 
purchased an online learning subscription to 

MTA Online at the Premium level.
Find out if your township is a premium subscriber at 

https://michigantownships.org/learning/mta-online.
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This course is part of MTA’s Township Governance Academy (TGA) curriculum. You don’t have to be 
enrolled in TGA to attend. But if you do decide to enroll in the Academy after class, credit will be applied 
retroactively. What’s TGA? We’re glad you asked!

TGA courses take you beyond board meetings and budgets, enhancing your leadership skills and 
motivating you to take on the challenges and opportunities unique to those serving as a local leader. 
Earning this prestigious credential elevates your leadership skills and provides recognition for possessing 
an in-depth understanding of the governance process, the role of the township and how to lead for 
success. Regardless of your position in the township or amount of experience, the Academy will move  
you to a higher level of performance and make your service in the township more rewarding.

 ____________________________________________________________________________________________
Township                                                                       County

 ________________________________________________________________ 
Telephone                                                                       Email

 ________________________________________________________________ 
Name & Title                                                                 

 ________________________________________________________________ 
Name & Title                                                                   



                    

Assessors Renewal Registration Form 

upcoming MTA workshop

r  Early-bird Rate*: Expires March 20.
     $100/person (Premium subscribers pay $80/person**)

r  Regular Rate*: March 21 to April 3
     $125/person (Premium subscribers pay $100/person**)

r  On-site Rate*: After April 3
     $150/person (Premium subscribers pay $120/person**)

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

 

                                                  AMOUNT ENCLOSED  =    $_________ 

  
*Course costs listed above apply to MTA members.

Non-members, call for rates.

 ____________________________________________________________________________________________
Township                                                                       County

 ________________________________________________________________ 
Telephone                                                                       Email

 ________________________________________________________________ 
Name & Title                                                                  

 ________________________________________________________________ 
Name & Title                                                                   

NOTE: Payment must accompany form in order to be processed. 
 Check enclosed (payable to MTA)

 Charge to: (circle one)                       MasterCard                            VISA   
                              

  Card #                                                                                                                Expires

  Print Card Holder’s Name                        CSV (3-digit code)                           Signature

Send completed registration form with payment to MTA, P.O. Box 80078, Lansing, MI 48908-0078,  
fax to: (517) 321-8908 or register online at https://bit.ly/MTAConf23 (select “pre-Conference only”  
to choose just this class). Already registered for our 2023 Conference? It’s not too late to add it!  

Visit https://bit.ly/MTAPreConf for online instructions OR use this form.

**Premium subscribers are townships that have 
purchased an online learning subscription to 

MTA Online at the Premium level.
Find out if your township is a premium subscriber at 

https://michigantownships.org/learning/mta-online.

 MICHIGAN 
TOWNSHIPS

ASSOCIATION

Assessing your 

Township’s Assessing
By Cindy Dodge

REGISTRATION INFORMATION

Assessing Your Relationships
This Assessors Renewal course was approved by the State  
Tax Commission for four hours of assessors elective credit

A relationship is a connection between people. It means being on  
the same team and maintaining trust. Strong relationships facilitate 
our ability to resolve conflicts and issues in a calm, respectful  
manner. Assessors are challenged to communicate things that may 
be hard for taxpayers to hear. Communication may be the key, but 
in today’s post-pandemic world, how we communicate has changed. 
We’re having less (and less!) face-to-face communications, which 
really underscores the importance of assessing, and cultivating, 
our relationships. 

Why is that important in the assessing world? Come find out! This session reviews actionable ways that you, as an assessor, can 
demonstrate tried-and-true tips for improving the relationships with the municipalities you serve and your peers in the assessing 
industry.

Led by assessing expert Shila Kiander—Michigan advanced assessing officer and Mecosta County equalization director—this  
half-day class is being held in conjunction with MTA’s Annual Conference & Expo. This pre-Conference class, which includes 
continental breakfast, is being held being held Monday, April 17 from 8:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. at the Grand Traverse Resort.

Continue the learning
Registrants may purchase MTA’s newest guidebook, Assessing Your Township’s 
Assessing—A Guide for Township Boards, for $34.50/book (non-members pay $48)  
on site at the event! Session instructor Shila Kiander was a contributing reviewer on  
this new publication!

**Premium subscribers are townships that have 
purchased an online learning subscription to 

MTA Online at the Premium level.
Find out if your township is a premium subscriber at 

https://michigantownships.org/learning/mta-online.
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economic outlook

A winter 2023 economic conditions and  
outlook report
This month marks the first of a quarterly article series providing an economic outlook for Michigan and the U.S., authored by local 
government and economic expert Dr. Eric Scorsone, to assist in planning, offer considerations for your township, and share broader 
community, state and national implications.

The outlook for the U.S. economy in the winter of 2023 looks mixed at 
the moment. Some forecasters are calling for a recession in 2023, while 
others remain optimistic that the U.S. will get by with a slow, albeit 

positive, economy. There are signs of a slowing economy while, at the same 
time, there remain signs of strength and resiliency in a number of industries 
and economic factors. Let’s examine some of these mixed signals.

The big economic story of 2022 and into 2023 has been 
the rise of inflation to levels not seen for many decades. 
Prices began rising in 2021 and hit their peak in early 2022 at 
a nearly 7% change in prices year over year. Between March 
and September 2022, price increases were generally running 
at around the 6-7% range. The last few months of 2022 saw 
a downtick in price increases. That said, inflation remains 
much higher than the Federal Reserve would like—the Fed 
targets a long-term sustained average inflation rate of 2%.

The chart at right shows the changes in inflation going back 
to 2017. The rapid increase in inflation is obvious in January 
2021. There are likely several factors behind this increase—
most notably, as the economy reopened during the pandemic, 
there were large goods and people shortages. Most economists 
point to this as the major cause of inflation and should have 
been expected in a pandemic-type situation. The rate of 
inflation is beginning to stabilize and fall as of the end of 2022.
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The U.S. Federal Reserve Bank has been attempting to 
engineer an economic slowdown in order to curb the inflation 
rate. The Federal Reserve has direct control over very short-
term interest rates but attempts to impact other longer term 
inflation rates using these tools. The cost of money impacts 
a large degree of economic activity and in particular, sectors 
such as housing, auto sales and others are considered interest-
rate sensitive. It is true that even though we live in a digital 
economy in the 21st century, much of the economic volatility 
we experience still occurs within several durable goods sectors 
related to manufacturing and housing. 

The employment market remains strong despite the Federal 
Reserve attempts to slow the economy. The Federal Reserve 
reports in its Beige Book report (a quarterly summary of 
business and other leaders in the 12 districts on economic 
conditions) that across the country, jobs were still being filled, 
although businesses continue to report labor availability issues. 
Between December 2021 and December 2022, there were 
more than four million new employed persons in the country. 
The post-lockdown growth continued in the economy. That 
said, the rate of growth in jobs has slowed from more than 
500,000 monthly in the earlier part of 2022 to a level of about 
250,000 jobs monthly in the latter half of 2022.

Unemployment is the other side of the coin for the labor 
market. Unemployment remains very low, falling from a 
record high during pandemic lockdowns. Nationally, we are 
back to a 3.5% unemployment rate to date.

However, another key part of this story is the ongoing labor 
shortages that the United States continues to face. The labor 
force participation rate (LFPR) is a factor that measures how 
many people are either looking for work (unemployed) or 
employed. People who have stopped looking for work, for any 
number of reasons, are simply not counted as part of the labor 
force. This LFPR shows that, in fact, this rate fell dramatically 
during the pandemic lockdowns from 63% in 2019 to 60% as 
of spring 2020. The LFPR then rose back to 62%. While  
these percentage differences sound small, that represents  
1.6 to 2 million people who are missing from the labor force.

Housing is, of course, one of the most important 
economic sectors. The Fed’s interest rate actions have 
caused mortgage rates to climb to near 7% in some cases, 
which caused a major slowdown in construction and home 
inventories in 2022. Home inventories fell by almost a 
half-million in late 2022 from earlier in the year. Home 
construction also fell by nearly 30% over the course of 2022. 
Most startling of all, existing home sales fell from an annual 
rate of 6.4 million in early 2022 to under four million in late 
2022, a dramatic reduction. Much of this can be tied to Fed 
action and the nearly doubling of a 30-year fixed mortgage 
rate from 3.5% in early 2022 to 6.5% in late 2022.

Finally, there is lot of discussion of the yield curve. The 
yield curve measures the difference between short- and 
long-term interest rates. An inverted yield curve means 
short-term rates are higher than long-term rates (which is 
not typical) and many analysts state that this means investors 
are concerned that short-term economic conditions are very 
unfavorable and are investing more in long-term bonds 
where prospects seem better. An inverted yield curve has 
been considered a good predictor of a recession. Most yield 
curves have been negative since November with a great 

deal of fluctuation. That said, other indicators are showing 
strength—so evidence of where we stand in regard to a 
recession remains unclear at this point.

Michigan economic conditions
There is less data that is regularly available for the Michigan 
economy as compared to the national economy. At least 
twice a year, the state undertakes its Consensus Revenue 
Estimating Conference (CREC), which includes a Michigan 
economic forecast. At this year’s January CREC, current 
fiscal year revenue projections were revised upwards—by  
$1.2 billion for FY 2022-23—to reflect state revenue 
increases above the May 2022 consensus revenue projections.

One startling fact about the Michigan economy and its 
biggest industry, autos and the Detroit Three, really sticks 
out. In the 1990s, the Detroit Three were selling more than 
12 million vehicles in the country. By 2020, this number had 
dropped to around six million vehicles. The Detroit Three 
are profitable and have done well generally through the 
pandemic period, making money but selling a lot fewer cars.

My colleagues at the University of Michigan forecast center 
(RSQE) don’t expect the Michigan economy to fully recover 
until the end of 2024 from pandemic-related job losses. During 
the pandemic, Michigan lost about 800,000 jobs or almost 
20% of the state’s job base. These words sound eerily familiar 
to where we were in 2008-2009 following the global financial 
crisis. Michigan seems to constantly be trying to regain lost jobs 
rather than creating net new job opportunities. This is a complex 
story and there are no easy answers or solutions.

The state economic forecast, from January 2023, is 
for almost no growth in personal income after inflation. 
Unemployment is expected to rise in 2023, but not by a lot. 
Michigan’s inflation rate, which was running at over 8% in 
2022, is expected to back off to about 4.5% in 2023—and 
down to 3% in 2024. This will have an impact on property tax 
calculations. State revenues are expected to grow, albeit at a 
slower rate than previously expected (although this is before 
any tax-cut policy changes).

One fact remains, however: the state will need to consider 
how to grow its working age population if we are to ultimately 
grow the state economy. Demographic constraints are a real 
factor for Michigan going forward.

Local fiscal outlook
There is probably less clarity of the impact of a recession or 
slow growth economy on local public finances in 2023. Local 
property taxes and fees should not be directly impacted in the 
short term by a mild recession. State revenue sharing should 
be protected for the time being by a large state surplus. On 
the expense side, a slowing rate of inflation should take some 
pressure off local governments in terms of rising prices for 
personnel and goods and services.

Eric Scorsone, Ph.D., Associate Professor 
and Director, MSU Extension Center for Local 
Government Finance and Policy
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Wakefield Township (Gogebic Co.) 
is a wonderful place that nearly 300 
residents call home in Michigan’s 

Upper Peninsula. The township is also a terrific 
place to visit during all four seasons. Residents 
and visitors can enjoy fishing in numerous trout 
streams, or many lakes and hunting bear, deer, partridge, 
rabbit and other small game. Winter sports include downhill 
skiing and groomed snowmobiling trails. Cross country 
skiing trails in the township are surrounded by the splendor 
of the waterfalls located on the Black and Presque Isle Rivers, 
and along many streams in the area. Fall color tours, scenic 
overlooks and pristine lakes are perfect ways to take in the 
area’s beauty. 

Typically a quieter community, Wakefield Township has 
had a few recent exciting happenings. The township received 
American Rescue Plan Act funds and is planning to expand 
internet capabilities in the southern and eastern sides of the 
township where internet availability is scarce. An all-purpose 
trail connecting the township to the city of Wakefield and on 

to Marenisco was completed. The newly constructed  
bridges, culverts and gravel make the trail great for bike  
riding and walking. More projects for the township may 
be on the horizon, with hopes to expand outdoor sports 
opportunities.  

Porcupine Mountain Wilderness State Park, with one 
entrance in the township, continues to bring record traffic 
to the area. Outdoor lovers have been gathering because of 
the plentiful natural beauty to enjoy when hiking, fishing, 
kayaking, visiting waterfalls and camping. 

The township prioritizes continued work with new 
businesses that are interested in starting in the industrial 
park or elsewhere in the township and supporting the current 
businesses within the township. The township is proud of 
its long-standing tradition of providing excellent services for 
its residents and businesses, and looks forward to continued 
emphasis on economic development. With low taxes, some 
of the most beautiful landscapes to enjoy daily or while on 
vacation, the township also has helpful and friendly neighbors 
and residents that create a great community in northern 
Michigan. 

Wakefield Township
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Save half-off ALL  
MTA webcasts in March!

Use the promo code: March

Invest in yourself 

MTA’s Online Learning Center is home to a wide variety of recorded webinars designed 
with township officials in mind. From assessing to zoning, you’re sure to find something 
for every member of your township team, at every stage in their public service career—all 

available for you to watch on-demand when it’s most convenient for you! We recognize how 
valuable time is and strive to help you balance your demanding schedules with your educational 
needs. That’s why we record our classes, so you can get the targeted township training you need 
to succeed when the timing is right for you. 

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

Choose from nearly 100 webcasts under the following categories:
 Assessment & Taxation    Board Essentials  Financial
 Planning & Zoning     New Officials  Township Governance Academy

Detailed descriptions of each webcast are available online; visit https://learn.michigantownships.org to learn more. There, you can also find out 
how to unlock the savings with MTA Online subscriptions, which give your entire township team access with no additional “per person” fees.

MTA Online
Learning Center

t o w n s h i p s  i n  t h e  s p o t l i g h t



Michigan Township Participating Plan

Risk Reduction Program
Risk Reduction Grants · HR Compliance Support
Training, Certification & Accreditation Program

Insurance Solutions for
Michigan Townships

248-371-3100 theparplan@tmhcc.com theparplan.com


