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conference recap

2014 MTA President Doug Merchant 
receives honors at Annual Conference
Arcada Township (Gratiot Co.) Supervisor and 2014 
MTA President Doug Merchant received the “MTA Life 
Member Award” before more than 1,000 township peers 
at the MTA Banquet. Merchant was also honored with an 
MTA Diamond Award, recognizing his service to townships 
and the MTA Board, at the Board’s 
organizational meeting following the 
Annual Meeting on April 4. 

“I want to thank the Association 
for the honor of allowing me to 
serve the Board,” Merchant said. 
“It has been my honor to help the 
Association to provide better services 
and additional value to our townships, 
and I will always hold this experience 
dear.” 

Merchant joined the MTA Board 
in 2006 when he was elected director 
of MTA District 16, which includes 
Gratiot, Ionia and Montcalm counties. 

Merchant has served as supervisor of Arcada Township 
since 1989. Prior to this, he served as a township trustee for 
two years. He is a Michigan certified assessing officer, serving 
Arcada, Bethany and Pine River Townships. 

Merrill receives ‘Lifetime Achievement Award’
MTA Executive Director Larry Merrill (pictured above 
with wife Karen and  2018 MTA President Ken Gauthier) 
was honored for his dedication and contributions to the 
Association and Michigan’s 1,240 townships with a Lifetime 
Achievement Award at the MTA Banquet, held April 3 
during the Annual Conference. 

Merrill—who first joined the Association in 1980 and 
became executive director in 2000—will retire June 30. 

“It has been an honor to serve Michigan township 
government for virtually the entirety of my professional 
career,” Merrill said. “Township officials are sincere, dedicated 
public servants who are eager to do their jobs well and to 
be effective advocates for local democracy. For 39 years, 
the Michigan Townships Association has given me the 
opportunity to provide thousands of these outstanding local 
leaders the essential skills, knowledge and laws to make 
their communities stronger, their services more efficient and 
effective, and a voice in statewide issues that will continue to 
restore Michigan’s prosperity.”

Randall honored with MTA’s 
‘Immediate Past President Award’ 
Diane Randall (pictured 
at right with 2018 MTA 
President Ken Gauthier), 
2017 MTA president, 
was honored at the 
MTA Banquet with 
the “Immediate Past 
President Award” for her 
many contributions to the 
Association.

“The experiences during my tenure serving as MTA 
leadership far surpassed my expectations,” Randall said. “I 
truly enjoyed touring the state, meeting with peers, mentors 
and newcomers, and working with a Board and staff who 
embraced all they faced. It has been my honor to serve on the 
MTA Executive Committee.”

Randall has served as Roscommon Township 
(Roscommon Co.) supervisor since 1997, and is a Michigan 
advanced assessing officer. She was elected to the MTA 
Board in 2005 and joined the Executive Committee in 2012.

Michigan Secretary of State Jocelyn Benson 
addresses Conference attendees

Michigan Secretary of State Jocelyn 
Benson joined more than 1,000 township 
officials and guests at the MTA Banquet, 
and shared her insights and reflections 
with attendees about her first three 
months in office, which included visits to 
100 secretary of state branch offices and 
the assembly of a panel to recommend 
changes to implement new voter rights. 

About the May 7 election, Benson 
told officials, “It won’t be just any election. It will be the first 
where citizens have new rights. It won’t be easy, and I stand 
in partnership with you to make sure you can meet those 
needs. 

“Our success is intertwined with yours. I hope you’ll 
consider me a partner in all that you do.”
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Thank you to our 
Conference sponsors 

Silver

Bronze

Platinum

Gold

TGA Class of 2019 honored 
The Township Governance Academy (TGA) 

graduating class of 2019 crossed the stage at 
the General Session of MTA’s 66th Annual 
Educational Conference at DeVos Place in Grand 
Rapids on April 3. Graduates (pictured above from 

left) Steven Leuty, Kalamazoo Charter Township 
(Kalamazoo Co.) trustee, Stephanie McNeal, Morton 
Township (Mecosta Co.) clerk, and Josh Westgate,  
Wright Township (Ottawa Co.) supervisor and MTA 
District 15 director, were recognized for completing the 
Academy, joining more than 150 of their colleagues who have 
graduated from the program since it was created in 2004.

The 15th graduating class received their TGA certificates 
and lapel pins and were honored on stage as 2018 MTA 
President Ken Gauthier and MTA Executive Director 
Larry Merrill congratulated the graduates on their 
accomplishments.

Thank you to our patrons for their 
generous support of our Conference 

and donations of door prize giveaways!

Amway Grand Plaza (ACH+ Hospitality), Grand Rapids 

Bavarian Inn Lodge & Conference Center, Frankenmuth

Boyne Highland Resorts, Harbor Springs

Comfort Inn & Suites Mt. Pleasant

Comfort Inn & Village Conference Center, Chelsea

DoubleTree by Hilton Bay City Riverfront

Experience Grand Rapids

Grand Traverse Resort & Spa

Greater Lansing Convention & Visitors Bureau

Holiday Inn Downtown—Muskegon 

Okemos Conference Center & Best Western Okemos

Shanty Creek Resorts, Bellaire

Shoreline Inn & Conference Center, Muskegon

Traverse City Tourism

Treetops Resort, Gaylord

Waste Management
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2019 MTA legislative policy platform
As adopted by delegates at MTA’s Annual Meeting, April 4, 2019, at DeVos Place in Grand Rapids, these policies are 
the platform from which legislation is sought in the coming year.

Vision Statement

The Michigan Townships Association envisions a  
21st Century Michigan where:

• Townships have statutory authority and state financial 
support sufficient to provide high quality services and 
infrastructure consistent with community needs and 
expectations, and to enable full compliance with ever-
expanding state-imposed mandates without cutting 
local spending priorities

• Elections are accurate, fair and a high percentage of 
registered voters participate 

• Townships are valued and respected for solving local 
and regional challenges through visionary, ethical 
leadership and collaboration

• Natural resources are developed from townships in 
a manner consistent with township regulations that 
protect public safety and property values

• There is clarity of roles and responsibilities among 
township officials essential for efficient and effective 
services to the public

• Townships retain authority to protect and regulate the 
public rights-of-way and other land uses in the interest 
of the public  

• State laws recognize that township officials are elected 
by and accountable to their residents for the township’s 
governance, financial position, programs and services 
consistent with community values

Assessment and Taxation 

The Michigan Townships Association supports property tax 
fairness, equity, and efficient assessment and collection by 
public servants who are accountable to township officials to 
ensure public trust and locally accessible information and 
assistance. Valuation should be based on sound assessing 
principles. Local governments should be reimbursed by 
the state for property tax revenues lost due to statutory 
exemptions. State government should provide local 
governments with education and technical support to develop 
and defend their assessment rolls. 

As lawmakers and regulators enact changes to current 
tax laws and local government requirements, the Michigan 
Townships Association supports the following objectives:

• Valuation of big box stores should be determined using 
the same assessing methodology as other commercial 
properties and prohibit the consideration of private 
deed restrictions or covenants imposed to reduce the 
value of the property or exclude competitors of the 
grantor from the market

• Oppose expansion of property tax exemptions and 
support the state assuming administration and funding 
of disabled veteran’s property tax exemption 

• Raise the current charter township 10 mill tax limitation 
to allow charter townships, with voter approval, to 
address legacy costs, meet demands for expanding 
services, and offset millage rollback requirements

• Recodify Michigan township statutes to include 
clarification that assessors are accountable to the 
township board when the supervisor is not certified to 
perform assessing functions

• Increase the specific tax on mobile homes located in 
licensed parks and levy fees on park owner rather than 
individual occupied dwelling owners

• Exempt minimal personal property tax obligations 
resulting from minor property improvements on mobile 
home lots such as small decks, stairs and porches

Elections 

The Michigan Townships Association supports fair, 
transparent and efficient elections administered by township 
officials that encourage high voter participation and 
procedures appropriate to varying community resources and 
population densities.

As lawmakers and regulators enact changes to current 
election laws, the Michigan Townships Association supports 
the following objectives:

• Preserve authority of townships to convey information 
on ballot proposals to their residents

• Preserve the authority of townships to place millage and 
bond proposals before voters at any election

Environment and Land Use

The Michigan Townships Association supports state laws 
that enable townships to efficiently and effectively plan 
for land uses and adopt zoning ordinances to protect the 
public health, safety and general welfare. State and federal 
regulations should not impede local government growth and 
development policies and objectives. Further, preemption of 
local land use authority should be limited to issues of great 
statewide impact and any resulting adverse local impacts 
should be mitigated by the state or federal government.

As lawmakers and regulatory agencies enact changes to 
laws addressing township land use and environment, the 
Michigan Townships Association supports the following 
objectives:

• Statewide septic system maintenance standards to 
reduce septic system failures that create serious public 
health threats and expose townships to being required 
to build expensive public sewer systems   
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• Preserve landfill capacities by directing appropriate 
materials to waste utilization facilities and support an 
increase in the state tipping fee to a rate competitive 
with other states

• Preserve local authority on zoning issues that are strictly 
local in nature 

• Increased funding for state environmental protection 
programs to address issues such as brownfield 
redevelopment, water contamination threats and 
invasive species

Intergovernmental Relations

The Michigan Townships Association supports township 
officials having the discretion to resolve policy issues that 
are manifestly local in nature. MTA also supports state laws 
that encourage intergovernmental collaboration to restore 
economic prosperity, efficiently and effectively deliver 
programs and services, and solve other challenges. State laws 
should allow creativity, flexibility and incentivize fair and 
equitable cost-sharing, benefits and governance in inter-local 
agreements. State laws authorizing economic development 
tools and other powers should be based on community 
characteristics relative to policy objectives, rather than city 
or township legal status. State taxation and spending policies 
should mitigate adverse revenue impacts on townships.

As lawmakers and regulatory agencies consider altering 
the fiscal relationship of the state to local governments as well 
as powers and authorities of local governments, the Michigan 
Townships Association supports the following objectives: 

• State laws should allow township officials to solve 
local issues in a manner consistent with local values, 
priorities, and needs rather than impose a one-size-fits-
all approach

• Full funding to townships for payments-in-lieu-of-
taxes, commercial forest program and the swamp tax 
program

• Expand the number of townships eligible for statutory 
revenue sharing and grants

• A local government consolidation process that 
continues to require voter approval 

Township Operations

The Michigan Townships Association supports state and 
federal governments granting to Michigan townships 
broad discretion and autonomy to govern the funding and 
delivery of programs and services. MTA also supports state 
reimbursement to townships for increased costs resulting 
from new mandated services and state regulations. Michigan 
Townships Association supports the following objectives:

• Modernizing state laws to clarify the governance role 
of township boards to establish policy direction for 
townships

• Appropriate, cost-effective training requirements for 
township planning commissioners, and zoning board of 
appeal members to reduce costly lawsuits and improve 
township decision-making by key appointed boards

• Authority for township board to change township name 
with voter approval

• Authority for township to create special assessment 
districts for the eradication and control of vermin, 
including but not limited to mosquitos, moths, ash 
borers, and rodents

• Granting township supervisors discretionary authority 
to perform marriages

Transportation and Infrastructure 

The Michigan Townships Association concludes that 
Michigan’s road system will continue to require more 
funding than is currently anticipated in law to ensure that 
county primary and local roads are safe and convenient for 
travel. As townships are major financial contributors to 
road maintenance and construction costs, the Michigan 
Townships Association supports the inclusion of 
township officials in transportation policy discussions at 
all government levels. Michigan has also under-invested 
in other infrastructure necessary to remain economically 
competitive and protect the health, safety and general welfare 
of residents. The Michigan Townships Association supports 
the State of Michigan working with township officials in 
planning, funding and delivering infrastructure needed 
by every community to be economically viable and free of 
environmental threats and risks.

As lawmakers and regulators address pressures to better 
address Michigan’s infrastructure, the Michigan Townships 
Association supports the following objectives:

• Additional funding above current statutory levels for 
primary and local roads and increased state funding for 
water, sewer and communications infrastructure

• Allow townships to create special assessment districts 
for high-speed internet 

• Expand township special assessment authority to 
include replacement of privately-owned sewer leads

• Encourage county road commissions or departments to 
provide matching funds for township road construction 
and maintenance projects to be spent at the township’s 
discretion
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best practices

Residents’ confusion comes from a variety of factors, 
some of which affect many townships—historic annexations 
by neighboring cities created irregular, serpentine township 
borders, which residents find hard to comprehend on the 
ground. To make matters more challenging, the township, 
city and county share the same name of “Kalamazoo.” 
Three different school districts (Comstock, Kalamazoo and 
Parchment) divide Kalamazoo Charter Township. Three 
postal codes segregate the township and flow into six other 
neighboring units of government, and all of the zip codes use 
the “Kalamazoo” name, so residents often think they live in 
the City of Kalamazoo. All of these factors erode residents’ 
sense of one community.

This confusion concerns Kalamazoo Charter Township 
because it knows the health of township governments 
depends on public input and involvement, so townships can 
understand residents’ needs and values and build a two-way 
trust and relevance between residents and their township. 
Public awareness of where one lives is a precondition for 
instilling a sense of community and placemaking.

In response, Kalamazoo Charter Township developed a 
branding strategy, starting with developing an attractive and 
recognizable logo to make the township’s logo as recognizable 
and associated with Kalamazoo Charter Township as golden 
arches are immediately associated with McDonald’s. The new 
logo is now used on the township’s letterhead, envelopes, 
business cards, website, staff uniforms, and new signage for the 
township office, police station, parks and jurisdictional entry 
points at major roadways. The township also coordinated with 
its neighbors—Comstock, Cooper and Oshtemo Charter 
Townships—to place signage where the Kalamazoo River 
Valley Trailway (which stretches from South Haven to nearly 
Battle Creek) intersects the township borders.

Since residents generally recognize the name of their 
neighborhood (Eastwood, Lakewood, Northwood and 
Westwood), the roadway’s jurisdictional signs (such as 
the one pictured on the following page) aim to build on this 
awareness by emphasizing the neighborhood names on the 
signs in association with the new township logo, to tie the 
neighborhoods with the larger township community.

Kalama-who 
township?

TGA final project develops branding strategy 
to enhance community identity

With such a unique name as “Kalamazoo,” it seems residents would 
have no problem knowing where they live. On the contrary, many 
Kalamazoo Charter Township (Kalamazoo Co.) residents are 

confused; some think they live in the city of Kalamazoo. This challenge 
motivated the township board of trustees to develop a branding strategy to help 
residents recognize their township as an entity, so more residents could possibly 
interact in their local government.
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MERS provides customized 
benefits to fit your workforce 
and your budget

• Retirement plans

• Other post-employment 
benefits

• Group life and disability 
insurance

Your Partner in RETIREMENT

www.mersofmich.com
800.767.MERS (6377)

The township also developed a Facebook page and an 
electronic, quarterly newsletter, which currently reaches 
approximately 1,200 subscribers.

Surprisingly, a powerful synergy developed between the 
combined effects of the intentional branding efforts focused 
on the logo and new signage and the unanticipated branding 
impact of the township’s coinciding efforts to improve the 
transportation infrastructure and adopt a new franchised 
garbage collection service. Due to a voter-approved,  
$10 million bond project to improve 64 miles of road and 
non-motorized improvements over three years, it’s now 
common to hear residents within and outside the township 
remark that they know when they are in Kalamazoo Charter 
Township because the roads are good. 

Similarly, the township recently implemented a 
franchised, single-waste hauler program for collecting 

residential garbage and elective yard waste collection. The 
program aims to reduce road wear by eliminating duplicative 
sets of subscription-based garbage and yard waste trucks, 
enhance safety with less truck traffic on the road, lower 
residents’ costs, and reduce climate change affects by 
reducing fuel consumption and air pollution. However, 
the new service also contributed to the branding effort by 
uniting the community in the use of consistent looking, 
wheeled carts for collecting garbage and yard waste. Plus, the 
service improvement’s significantly lower garbage collection 
costs caught the attention of residents within and outside 
the township. For a typical household, the reduced garbage 
service cost balanced the increased cost of the transportation 
bond, so residents are pleased to have lower cost garbage 
service and better roads for no additional total cost. In other 
words, good services caught residents’ attention and were at 
least as effective at branding Kalamazoo Charter Township 
as traditional branding tools. 

The combination of good services and intentional 
branding efforts created an even larger impact than the sum 
of the parts, as Kalamazoo Charter Township continues 
to seek to make itself as recognizable to its residents as the 
golden arches.
Article submitted by Steven Leuty, Kalamazoo Charter Township 
(Kalamazoo Co.) trustee, to showcase the 2019 MTA Township 
Governance Academy graduate’s final project. Learn more about TGA on 
the members-only side of www.michigantownships.org (after logging in, 
click on “Township Governance Academy” under the “Training” tab) or  
call (517) 321-6467. 



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

Introduction to Planning & Zoning
Whether you’re a member of the township board, planning commission or 
zoning board of appeals, your knowledge of the planning and zoning process 
is vital to your community. As new developments and projects approach your 
township, it’s important to be prepared to make tough decisions.

This evening workshop demonstrates the basic elements of an effective 
planning and zoning program. We’ll review the sources of township planning 
and zoning authority, the structure and function of the planning commission 
and zoning board of appeals, and the role of the township board. In addition, 
we’ll discuss the “ins and outs” of master plans and zoning ordinances, along 
with key strategies for effective decision-making.

Registration and dinner begin at 4 p.m.; class is held from 5 to 8 p.m. 

Dates and locations are:
May 16: Ramada Inn, 2650 South I-75 Business Loop, Grayling, (989) 710-2399

May 23: The Shack Country Inn & Conference Center, 2263 W. 14th St., White Cloud, (231) 924-6683

May 30: Holiday Inn, 2696 Bob McClain Dr., Jackson, (517) 789-9600

Presented by MTA Legal Counsel Catherine Kaufman, who brings her unique experience as both a planner and an attorney with the 
firm Bauckham, Sparks, Thall, Seeber & Kaufman PC, this workshop offers real-life, practical application.

Discounted book package available: Participants can pre-purchase MTA’s Planning & Zoning Book Package, which includes The Township 
Guide to Planning & Zoning (newly revised edition!) and Planning & Zoning Decision-making (2008 edition), for $72. 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 while supplies last. 

Cancellation, Substitution & Switching Policy: Written cancellation requests received at the MTA office by May 2 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.

I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  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           

_________________________________________________________________________
 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

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

     County
Which location will you attend?

  May 16: Ramada Inn, Grayling
  May 23: The Shack, White Cloud
  May 30: Holiday Inn, Jackson

  REGULAR rate*: $113  For paid registrations received after May 2.

 ______ (# registered)   x   $113*                   =  $_________ 
 
 ______ (# 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



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

How to Hang On to Your Township’s Assessing
Does your township’s assessing measure up? To keep this key function at the local level, 
townships must continue to strive for excellence. Your board simply cannot take a hands-off 
approach. Don’t assume that the job is covered—if something goes wrong, the township board  
(not the assessor) will be held responsible.

Don’t wait until your board is faced with the state’s audit of assessing practices!

This evening workshop is geared for every member of your township board. Clerks, treasurers, 
trustees and supervisors should take a few steps regularly to ensure their township’s assessing 
functions are running smoothly. Not only does this give your township a better chance of  
passing the state’s audit, it’s a great way to build trust and confidence with your community. 

MTA can help you understand the board’s role in assessing oversight. We’ll review 
responsibilities, the audit process and follow-up. Learn the penalties for not meeting minimum 
standards, along with other options for assessing. Gain insights from both the board and assessor 
perspective and explore trouble-spots from both a legal and a practical standpoint. Take away  
tips for monitoring your assessor, along with a checklist review sheet to help ensure your assessor 
meets requirements. Learn what to do if you have concerns regarding compliance and steps you 
can take to check the quality of your assessing.

Class is held from 4 to 9 p.m., with dinner served at 6 p.m. Dates and locations are:
June 10: Little Bear East Arena, 275 Marquette St., St. Ignace, (906) 643-8676
June 11: Magnusson Franklin Square Inn, 820 Shelden Ave., Houghton, (888) 487-1700
June 12: Heirman Center at Bay College, Escanaba, (906) 786-5802
June 18: Fetzer Center at WMU, 2350 Business Ct., Kalamazoo, (269) 387-3232
June 20: Fox Hill Event Center, 7640 Mackinaw Trail, Cadillac, (231) 775-7650
June 25: Bavarian Inn Lodge, One Covered Bridge Lane, Frankenmuth, (989) 652-7200

Cancellation, Substitution & Switching Policy: Written cancellation requests received at the MTA office by May 28 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 a n g  O n  t o  Y o u r  A s s e s s i n g  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           

_________________________________________________________________________
 Telephone                                                                                                  Email

_________________________________________________________________________
 Name                                                                                                           Title                            

_________________________________________________________________________
 Name                                                                                                           Title

_________________________________________________________________________
 Name                                                                                                           Title

_________________________________________________________________________
 Name                                                                                                           Title

     County
Which location will you attend?

  June 10: St. Ignace   June 18: Kalamazoo 
  June 11: Houghton   June 20: Cadillac
  June 12: Escanaba   June 25: Frankenmuth 

Register online at
www.michigantownships.org

    x                      =    
# of Persons Registration Fee    Total

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

REGULAR rate*: $113        For paid registrations received after May 28.

EARLY-BIRD rate*: $91           For paid registrations received by May 28.
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The group of officials—who gathered from across the state, 
from Houghton County to southeast Michigan—heard from 
Gov. Gretchen Whitmer, the featured speaker for the annual 
event. Whitmer—who addressed the crowd just days before 
presenting her first state budget proposal—told the crowd her 
proposal would address what she believes are the two biggest 
crises facing our state—infrastructure and education. 

“Our infrastructure issues are generations in the making,” 
she said. “We failed to invest in ourselves. It robs our people 
and businesses of hard-earned money. No one wants to invest 
in a state that doesn’t invest in itself.” 

While the state’s budget hasn’t seen enough growth to 
fully restore statutory revenue sharing this year, Whitmer said 
it is her goal to move in that direction. She also committed 
to working with townships and ensuring that the local 
perspective is heard.

‘Speaking with 
one voice’ 

Nearly 200 gather for MTA’s Capital Conference

Nearly 200 township officials descended upon Lansing at the end 
of February for MTA’s 2019 Capital Conference, and they had a 
message for their lawmakers. Townships matter, and they’re a driving 

force in our state.

“My pledge to you is, so long as I am governor, you will 
have a seat at the table,” Whitmer said. “I will scrutinize 
everything to see what the real impacts are, so that we are 
thoughtful and moving forward together. 

“This is a phenomenal state,” Whitmer continued. “It’s on 
all of us to roll up our sleeves and do the hard work so we can 
continue to say that long into the future.” 

Prior to the governor’s address, attendees were welcomed 
by 2018 MTA President Ken Gauthier, who reminded 
officials that the annual advocacy day is an opportunity 
not only for officials to enhance their relationships with 
lawmakers, but also to learn more about current issues in 
Lansing impacting local government.

“Whether it’s property tax exemptions or marijuana 
legislation, we as township officials need to know the latest 



township focus  |  MAY 2019   35 

in these issues,” he said. “Engaging in conversations with our 
legislators is just as important to them as it is to us.”

MTA Executive Director Larry Merrill also reminded 
officials that, in an age when politics are more divided than 
ever, the Association—and townships—draw strength when 
officials speak with a united voice and reaffirm one of MTA’s 
core values—local control. Bills are constantly introduced that 
preempt local authority, a problem that should concern all 
townships.

“When you look back at why MTA was created, advocacy 
was a core issue,” he said. “MTA’s credibility depends on 
township officials’ messaging mirroring our staff’s. We all 
need to be speaking from the same page. How do we speak 
with one voice at a time when our country is divided? We 
go back to our core values—not right or left wing, but local 
control. Local officials want to run things in a way that 
reflects their constituents.

“Issues don’t affect all townships equally,” Merrill 
continued. “There will be some issues that are important to 
one particular township, but aren’t to all townships. This is 
where a common voice comes in. Our collective power rests 
on whether we speak as one voice or as a house divided.”

Legislators also joined local officials at the event, which 
included an opportunity to discuss key township issues, such 
as a legislative resolution to the “dark store” assessing issue, 
the erosion of local authority and decreasing revenue, as well 
as the need for infrastructure improvements and broadband 
expansion. 

Experts from Michigan’s Department of Treasury, 
State Tax Commission and Bureau of Elections, as well as 
MTA legal counsel, led breakout sessions during the event, 
providing details on new marijuana regulations, assessing 
reform, election law changes and updates to the Uniform 
Chart of Accounts. 

The day rounded out with a panel discussion that provided 
attendees with the unique perspective of three state lawmakers 
who are former local officials—Rep. Jim Ellison (D-Royal 
Oak), Rep. Gary Howell (R-North Branch) and Rep. Luke 
Meerman (R-Polkton Chtr. Twp.). 

Meerman, a former Polkton Charter Township  
(Ottawa Co.) trustee, drew on his local government roots, 
echoing the need for local control, not one-size-fits-all 
government. “Usually top-down control doesn’t fit,” he said. 
“I think we have to go back to the idea that we want to keep 
government as close to the people as possible.”

Meerman emphasized the importance of local officials 
reaching out to their state lawmakers to share insights, 
experience and opinions—advice with which Ellison 
concurred. “Communication is everything,” he said. “We 
have hundreds of issues. It’s immensely helpful when I hear 
from my constituents.”

The MTA advocacy event was the perfect opportunity for 
attendees to establish or strengthen that rapport with state 
leaders. Watch MTA publications for details on our 2020 
Capital Conference.
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Since October 1863, when Civil War 
veteran Aaron Cooper transported his 
family up the newly made Newaygo 

and Northport State Road on a wagon pulled 
by two oxen in order to claim his 160 acres of 
Homestead Act land, Springville Township 
(Wexford Co.) has been fashioned by way of 
man-made transportation. First, it was the state road itself 
that brought residents to Springville. Then, the railroad 
coming through in the 1880s completely bypassed the 
village of Sherman by two miles, which resulted in the tracks 
turning west at Howard Mesick’s farm. A railroad engineer 
platted the Mesick farm into the future village of Mesick, 
leaving Sherman—then the Wexford County seat—high 
and dry without a train station. Lastly, the Hodenpyl Dam 
project in 1924 finalized the rural qualities of the township 
when the government regulated the use around the pond for 
“outdoor recreation.”

Much has happened in the township since those early 
pioneer days when the vast forest of trees was cut, and 
transported down the Manistee River and via the railroad. 
Many of those loggers stayed to raise families and share this 
area with the early Civil War veterans who wished for an 
independent, locally controlled government rule. These early 
folks became the area’s first local government officials. 

The community is now known for its fishing, 
boating, hunting, and a variety of other summer 
and winter activities. The Hodenpyl Pond, in 
addition to the normal stock of walleye, perch, 
trout, sturgeon, smallmouth bass, panfish and 
northern pike, is one of only two places in 
northwest Michigan where channel catfish can 
be caught. Eight campgrounds surround the 
pond, from the 240-site Northern Exposure 
Campground to the small, rustic Seaton Creek 

Springville Township
Campground. These campgrounds provide family outdoor 
entertainment of every kind.

Every year, the Mesick Mushroom Festival brings 
thousands of visitors to the area, not only to hunt for the 
elusive morel mushrooms, but also to enjoy the many 
facets of the festival. The highlight of the weekend is the 
Mushroom Parade on Saturday that has the streets lined with 
cheering people from young to old. 

The newest addition to the township is the new Springville 
Township Community Center and Library, which will be 
finished in November 2019. This beautiful building is a gift 
to the community that will boast a 2,400-square-foot library 
and a 2,500-square-foot recreational center. 



Thinkspring! 
We’re thinking spring around the MTA office, and that makes us want to celebrate! To share our cheer, we are 
extending our March Madness webcast sale into a Spring Fever webcast sale in May. All MTA webcasts will be  
half-off for the entire month of May! Helping to educate Michigan’s local officials is an incredible honor, and we just 
wanted to take the opportunity to show our appreciation. When checking out, use promo code: spring

Choose from more than 30 webcast topics under the following categories:
 Assessment & Taxation Board Essentials  Financial
 Planning & Zoning  New Officials Training  Township Governance Academy

MTA webcasts offer convenient, affordable education, bringing targeted township learning right to you—
whether to your township hall for the entire board to partake, to your office computer, or your own mobile device. 
And with prices half-off in May, there’s just no reason NOT to try them out! 

Detailed descriptions of each webcast are available online; visit MTA’s eLearning Library at  
www.michigantownships.org (under the “Training” drop-down menu) or view the full webcast 
library at https://mta.elevate.commpartners.com.

Onlinelearning

Save half-off all MTA 
webcasts in May!

Use the promo code: 
spring

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


