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“Townships are kind of like the clearinghouse for cemeteries 
when nobody else knows who owns them or who they’re 
supposed to be operated by,” said Dodge, noting that townships 
should have an e�ective, up-to-date cemetery ordinance in 
place to regulate all major aspects of a township cemetery. �e 
ordinance also serves as a guide for township o�cials, sta� 
and members of the public alike. A sample cemetery ordinance is 
available on https://michigantownships.org (look in the “Answer 
Center” under the “Member” tab; login is required). 

“Townships might have cemetery rules and regulations 
that they’ve been operating under for many years, but that 
they’ve never codi�ed into an ordinance,” Dodge explained. 
“But you have to have an ordinance in order to enforce 
anything in the courts.” 

While cemeteries cannot be a pro�t-generating venture 
for townships, townships can—and should—ensure their 
fees are su�cient to maintain the cemeteries in perpetuity. 
In addition to fees for burial plots, additional funding can 
come through millages and donations. Other ways to support 
cemetery care include fundraisers, historical tours, and 
donations of items such as fencing, memorial benches and 
gazebos— often with an inscription plaque or engraving—
to allow family and friends to honor loved ones. Grants 
and other township funding, including American Rescue 
Plan Act (ARPA) funding, can be used for major projects. 
Townships should review both their cemetery pricing and 

services on a regular basis, such as when 20% of inventory is 
sold, every �ve years, or when new ideas and situations arise. 

�e best time to investigate new options and implement 
additional services, according to Dodge, is when a township 
wants to expand or create a new cemetery or when it updates 
its ordinance. “�at’s really when the opportunity arises to 
o�er some new services,” advised Dodge, who has taught 
many cemetery workshops for MTA and other organizations, 
including Michigan Association of Municipal Cemeteries 
and MParks. Her goal is to educate township o�cials not 
only on the importance of a cemetery ordinance and cemetery 
upkeep, but also new o�erings and ideas that can help o�set 
maintenance costs and provide improved services for residents.

Townships can enhance these community assets by 
o�ering options beyond traditional burial and utilizing the 
space to further engage the community, with volunteer 
opportunities and events such as run/walks, reenactments and 
even concerts. Newer trends include green burials, cremation 
and scatter gardens, columbariums, memorial gardens, 
park-lawn cemetery design and other natural elements. �ese 
features provide safe spaces for people to walk or re�ect in 
nature, and can be incorporated into a larger park plan with 
trails and water elements. 

“�ere are a lot of innovative services out there that 
townships can provide,” Dodge said. “With these changes 
comes opportunity that townships may be losing out on and 
may wish to consider.”  

Photo courtesy of Roselawn Memorial Park, LaSalle Township (Monroe Co.)
(www.roselawnmemorialpark.com) 
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Rethinking cemetery spaces
While cremation has only been an accepted burial method 
in America since the late 1800s, it has been rapidly growing 
in popularity over recent years—especially in the Midwest. 
While the national cremation rate reached 60.5% in 2023, 
according to a National Funeral Directors Association report, 
Michigan’s cremation rate surpassed that amount by 2020. 
No Michigan statute expressly governs what should be 
done with cremains—the ashes that remain after a body is 
cremated. Since families can decide to keep the ashes or inter 
them, your township cemetery ordinance should regulate 
how cremains can be disposed. 

Some families prefer to have their loved one’s cremains 
interred above ground. Townships can respond to these wishes 
by building in their cemetery a columbarium—a structure with 
recessed walls where cremains can be placed in urns. Cremains 
can also be entombed in a private headstone placed in the 
cemetery. Cremains can be buried in a cemetery, but only if 
the township cemetery ordinance provides the option.

Other families would rather scatter their loved one’s 
cremains. Township cemeteries can make this process easier 
for families by creating a scatter garden—a designated place 
to scatter ashes that also offers a peaceful final resting place. 
Scatter gardens can help families find closure and offer them 
a place to visit and remember their loved one. They often 
include walking paths, water features, flower gardens and 
trees, with benches and other places for people to sit and 
reflect. The township cemetery ordinance should cover this 
option as well. 

If their cemetery space is filling up, townships may wish 
to rethink their current space—and ordinance. Cremains 
niches, plots and scattering areas take up less space, and can 
go around trees, along a fence line or in places harder to 
access. One West Michigan township is using its American 
Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) dollars to establish a new five-
acre cemetery to serve the community—with more than 
half of the nearly 3,000 available plots to be designated for 
cremation plots.

“We thought there were a number of people who had 
passed away from COVID and a cemetery seemed like 
a good way to honor them and use those funds,” said 
Robinson Township (Ottawa Co.) Clerk Christine Saddler, 
who has helped lead the efforts to plan the new cemetery.

The township’s current cemetery, which was established 
in 1888, is divided into four different sections with only 
one accepting burials. It has just 60 plots left, available 
for traditional burials or cremations. “At the rate we were 
selling plots, we saw them running out within the next five 
years,” said Saddler, noting that the township hopes the new 
cemetery will be completed by late fall. “We thought this was 
a very appropriate time to develop a new cemetery.”

The new cemetery will feature 1,477 cremation plots with 
room for more, along with 1,187 traditional plots and  
164 green burial plots (see below for discussion on green 
burials). The township had already owned the parcel, 
located just down the road from the existing cemetery. The 
influx of ARPA funds helped to make the project a reality, 
said Saddler, who said she has attended MTA’s cemetery 
workshops and incorporated ideas from Dodge into the 
cemetery’s design and services, including that the township 
amend its cemetery ordinance to reflect what will be 
permitted in each area of the new cemetery.  

The smaller cremation plots will be located toward the 
front of the new cemetery, with an area for green burials at 
the back. There will also be a labyrinth and butterfly garden 
area for cremations, and a gazebo for small services. Future 
plans call to add a columbarium in the middle of the space. 

Nationally, cremation rates could top 80% by 2045, 
according to the funeral directors association. With an 
ever-increasing number of people choosing cremation over 
traditional burial, townships can consider now how to 
provide this valuable service to their residents and others. 

Going green
A growing number of people are choosing “green” burials 
over traditional embalming and interment in a concrete vault. 
While the trend has caught on as more people look for ways 
to minimize their environmental footprint, the concept itself 
is not new. Natural burial has been practiced for thousands 
of years. Green burials are growing in popularity as they help 
conserve natural resources and limit exposure to harmful 

Cemeteries help provide a glimpse into the rich history of the township and 
its residents—many townships have grave markers dating back to the early 
1800s, including for township pioneers, veterans and individuals of both 
historic note and whose days simply passed quietly in their community.
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in a quiet, peaceful area for this practice, which is both new 
and has been utilized for millenia. 

“A lot of people are skeptical, but that’s how they buried 
people back in the early days,” said Austin, who has worked 
for the township since 1990. “We don’t do perpetual care in 
those areas. If a tree starts growing where they are buried, a 
tree keeps growing. It’s getting back to nature.

“It’s inside our cemetery, but there is a little trail and one 
sign that says ‘green cemetery,’ ” he continued. “We get a 
lot of people walking through. That is one of our biggest 
compliments around here—how nice the cemetery looks.”

Preserving and protecting the past
As with any other township property, cemeteries require 
periodic maintenance and upkeep, from mowing the grass, 
upkeep of fences, gates and other structures and buildings 
located in the cemetery, maintaining roadways and paths, and 
more. Townships are generally not legally obligated to repair, 
replace or put back in its prior position any private headstone, 
monument or similar item in the cemetery. The township’s 
cemetery ordinance (and burial space applications) should 
make it clear that families place monuments, headstones and 
similar items at a burial space at their own cost and risk, and 
the township has no liability or responsibility for their repair 
or replacement. The ordinance, however, should also specify 
that, if any monument or memorial becomes unsafe, broken 
or in ill repair, the township has the right to either repair or 
remove the marker or memorial (at the expense of the owner 
of the burial space).

chemicals. They allow the body to recycle into the earth 
naturally, and are far less expensive than traditional burials, 
making them even more attractive to some.

A green burial involves three basic elements—no 
embalming, no metal casket and no burial vault. Instead, 
the body is placed in a biodegradable container, such as a 
wood or cardboard box, wicker basket, recycled paper coffin, 
natural-fiber shroud, or even a favorite blanket or quilt. 

Michigan is considered a “green-friendly” burial state, in 
that there are no state laws regulating green burial, and burial 
vaults aren’t required by statute. However, any township 
that wants to consider allowing green burials in either new 
or existing cemeteries should outline specifications in the 
township cemetery ordinance as to where green burials can 
occur and under what circumstances. 

One Upper Peninsula township was on the forefront of 
the green burial trend—closely integrating the service with 
a peaceful and natural setting. Nearly 10 years ago, Chassell 
Township (Houghton Co.) created approximately 40 green 
burial sites in a secluded, forested area in the township’s one 
cemetery, where the earliest recorded burials date back to 
1888. Township officials made the decision to offer the new 
service in response to local interest in a more traditional, eco-
friendly form of burial. 

“I sold out of them within a year and a half,” said Sexton 
Craig Austin, adding that he typically sells just five plots a 
year. “I am quite happy that we did it. It’s a service provided 
and it worked out pretty good.”

Green burial sites may be marked with a flat memorial 
stone, a tree or another plant—or have no marking at all, 
as is the case for many of the green burials in the Chassell 
Township Cemetery. “Out of all of the [green burials] we’ve 
done, maybe a quarter had headstones and the other ones 
have no markings,” Austin said.

Austin has been happy to share the township’s experiences 
with other townships that have reached out to him to 
learn more about green burials. The plots cost the same 
as traditional ones—$250 for a resident and $450 for a 
nonresident—which brings in revenue for township, while 
the green burial areas require less maintenance. 

In Robinson Township, plans to include green burials 
spaces came in response to community interest. “We wanted 
to give people a lot of options,” Saddler said. “From what we 
[originally] had plotted out for green burials, we went back 
and expanded that area. In talking with people, they said, 
‘That’s what I want to do.’ ” 

If your township is considering allowing green burials, you 
may wish to consider eliminating a vault requirement from 
the township cemetery ordinance. Alternately, vaults could be 
required in certain areas, while other areas are designated for 
green burials where vaults would not be required. 

Chassell Township added another two dozen green burial 
plots to its cemetery in late 2020, due to continued interest. 
With the interest in cremation increasing, township officials 
are also looking to add an area for cremains. The green burial 
area uses space not conducive for traditional burials, resulting 

More than half the burial plots in Robinson Township’s (Ottawa Co.)  
new cemetery, pictured above in a concept rendering, will be dedicated to 
cremation plots, reflecting community wishes for the increasingly common 
practice. Traditional spaces, as well as those for green burial, have also been 
incorporated into the design.
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Jerry Spitler, a cemetery conservator, dedicated more than 22 years helping 
to restore headstones and markers, including in cemeteries in Cannon 
Township (Kent Co.). 

Cemeteries help provide a glimpse into the rich history 
of the township and its residents—many townships have 
grave markers dating back to the early 1800s, including 
for township pioneers, veterans and individuals of both 
historic note and whose days simply passed quietly in their 
community. To honor, and preserve, this history, townships 
often embark on cemetery restoration projects—which 
is another way to get community members and residents 
involved in helping to preserve these place of local history.

Pleasanton Township (Manistee Co.), like many 
townships, has a group of volunteers who help with minor 
upkeep in the cemetery. Each year, an area veterans group 
holds an annual Memorial Day service, and a local family 
walks the cemetery to place flags on veterans’ graves.  

“We have a pretty dedicated group who clean the cemetery 
each spring,” said Lori Mullet, the township’s cemetery 
sexton, noting that she may work to recruit students to assist 
with placing the veterans’ flags.

Spitler, who spent more than two decades restoring 
historic headstones, first became interested in monument 
restoration after trying to find the graves of his ancestors 
who fought in the Revolutionary War. “It used to be that 
cemeteries were almost like parks and families would go 
there, have Sunday afternoon picnics and kids would play,” 
said Spitler, who even attended monument restoration 
seminars in other states, learning how to restore monuments 
the proper way. “Nowadays, families don’t come very often. 
Once a person has been buried 75 years, none of the family 

comes anymore. That is why I feel the need to go in and 
continue to care for those monuments.”

He began his efforts to restore Cannon Township’s 
four cemeteries in 2017. Spitler volunteered his services, 
eventually recruiting others to join him, and even training 
other volunteers to do the same in other townships. 
He worked with the township board to emphasize the 
importance of these spaces, and to help fund the efforts, 
including for supplies and rental equipment. With the extra 
support, “we launched into restoring the cemeteries,” Spitler 
said, beginning with restoring the headstones in jeopardy of 
falling over. He also tackled cleaning up overgrown areas, 
pruning bushes, and saving historic plants. 

“I have a dozen volunteers, and we would work one or two 
nights a week all summer long,” he said.

In one Cannon Township cemetery, an older section was 
so overgrown, no one knew there were any monuments in that 
area. The cemetery also has a pauper section, which Spitler 
started to put decorative fencing around to recognize the lost 
graves, as there are no records for who is buried there. The 
township’s older two cemeteries have graves dating back to the 
1830s and the newer ones started around 1900. 

The township allocated funding to take down trees, clear 
brush and underbrush, and pay for supplies needed to restore 
and clean the monuments. Volunteers helped grind out 
stumps, fill holes and performed other lawn work. “We’ve 
taken down over 200 trees that were dropping limbs, breaking 
off or at risk of destroying the monuments,” Spitler said. 

With this additional attention, the township is learning 
more about its past. “We’re finding some very interesting 
things out about the age of these headstones and all of the 
people who are there,” said Supervisor Steve Grimm.

Cannon Township’s cemetery space will likely be full in 
the next few years, and officials will have to decide whether 
to dedicate existing township property to a cemetery or buy 
more land, Grimm said. Prior to his retirement, Spitler was 
in the process of working to determine if any land could be 
used for cremation plots or a cremation garden. 

There can be a great deal of misinformation—particularly 
online—about properly restoring cemetery monuments, 
and incorrect methods, such as power-washing or using 
certain chemicals, can actually damage old, broken or faded 
headstones. The State of Michigan has a detailed Michigan 
Historic Cemeteries Preservation Guide (available on the 
“Cemeteries” page in the “Answer Center” on MTA’s website, 
https://michigantownships.org; member login is required).  

Even though townships are not obligated to restore or 
repair monuments and gravestones—unless they pose a safety 
issue—Spitler believes it is the right thing to do. “I think 
it’s quite commendable when the township is willing to put 
forth the effort to restore the monuments that have fallen 
by the wayside over time,” Spitler says. “They have no legal 
responsibility to do that, but it’s a moral responsibility.”
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“ They’re always available to provide 
advice on most planning or zoning 
issues and their advice is based on 
35 years of experience in numerous 
communities throughout Michigan.”

  R. Brent Savidant, planning director, City of Troy

63  
Michigan communities have a  

22-person planning department.  
You can, too.

Carlisle | Wortman
A S S O C I AT E S,  I N C.
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Community assets for the past, present and future
Township cemeteries are a local asset that can help promote 
community pride and offer peaceful places to reflect. Townships 
can capitalize on their cemeteries in other ways, raising 
awareness for the historical significance of the people who 
are buried there, including veterans and prominent pioneers. 
Walking tours, historical reenactments, musical festivals, 
and veterans’ events invite people to visit these sacred places. 
Historic designations and special workshops on history or 
monument preservation can recruit volunteers and student 
groups to help ease the burden of maintenance. 

“This is a township asset that can be used to create other 
opportunities that can help fund its maintenance and care,” 
Dodge said, such as charging a small fee for a cemetery 
walk. “It also brings people together, and helps to convey the 
history of the community and area genealogy.”

In August, the Bear Lake Area Historical Society hosted 
its first cemetery walk in the Pleasanton Township Cemetery, 
where numerous veterans are buried, including those who 
fought in the War of 1812, the Civil War, both world wars 
and the Vietnam War. The township founder is also buried 
there. The tour shared insights into 10 individuals laid to 
rest there, and even included artifacts related to each person 
discussed. 

“Pleasanton Cemetery is a beautiful cemetery,” historical 
society Board Member Janice Sly told the Manistee News 
Advocate in an article announcing the walk. “It’s a wonderful 
cemetery to do a tour of because all the families in the area 
(have been) intertwined over time.”

Some cemeteries—especially older ones—lack proper 
records about burials and plot maps. Chassell’s cemetery has 
missing records from 1900-1949, for example, so they do not 
do burials in that area. “Cemetery records are very sensitive 
records,” Dodge says. “People are buried there, permanently, 
so you need that record permanently.”

Cemeteries also play a role in genealogy research, and 
properly kept and accessible records can help individuals from 
around the world trace their heritage back to the township. 
Some townships are going even further and digitizing their 
cemetery records to make the search even easier. Prior to 
his retirement, Spitler had begun working with a website 
company to digitize records—“We have 95% of all of the 
old, old records into the computer,” he said—and update the 
township’s website. The Pleasanton Township website includes 
a link to the USGenWeb Project with a list of each person 
buried in the cemetery and a photo of the headstone.  

Changing demands could impact townships in unexpected 
ways. Along with traditional and green burial plots, 
Peninsula Township (Grand Traverse Co.) Cemetery even 
includes pet plots, a service that is growing in popularity. 
An estimated 15% of the funeral homes in America offer pet 
death care services. The township’s cemetery ordinance notes 
that the pet cemetery is an area “exclusively set aside for the 
burial of deceased bodies or cremated remains of cats, dogs, 
and other small mammals,” with six-foot by six-foot plots. 

Technology is also leading to changing preferences 
and actions. Individuals can now order a family member’s 
headstone online—even through Amazon—and have it 
shipped directly to the township. “That can be hard on the 

township, who wonder, ‘Where does this go? Who’s going 
to set it?,’” Dodge said. “Another important element for 
townships is to keep up with technology.”

While trends are shifting, township cemeteries will 
continue to be an important community asset—as they 
have been for centuries. “When you look at the history of 
cemeteries, they were called cemetery parks, and you would go 
for a stroll or picnic out in the cemetery on Sunday,” Dodge 
said. “Cemeteries can be used to bring communities together.”

Offering this personal service can have a deep impact on 
both residents and the individuals providing the service. “I deal 
with families usually at one of the worst times of their lives and 
they will still thank me for it,” Austin said. “They come up and 
give you a hug just for what I did for them at the time.” 

These sacred places offer residents and visitors alike a 
vital link to the past. “Cemeteries provide many things: a 
local location for families to place and honor their loved 
ones, providing a connection that continues through 
the generations,” Saddler said. “It is a snapshot of the 
community’s history, and the names that have played a role 
in shaping who they are.” 

Marla Miller, Freelance writer and journalist 
Visit her website at marlarmiller.com.

Visit MTA’s “Cemeteries” webpage on  
https://michigantownships.org for 
resources, including statutes, sample 
ordinances, and details on MTA’s Cemetery 
Management book and cemetery webinars.
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Information provided in Financial Forum should not be considered legal advice,
and readers are encouraged to contact their township auditor and/or attorney 
for advice specific to their situation.  

© 2024 Maner Costerisan. All rights reserved.
manercpa.com

Because public money
is the most valuable of all.

Talk to an expert today
517-323-7500

It has been more than 20 years since local governments 
began reporting capital assets on their financial statements, 
following implementation of Government Accounting 

Standards Board (GASB) Statement 34 in 2003. The 
purpose of this requirement was to help users of the financial 
statements understand the extent to which the government 
has invested in capital assets. However, this also introduced 
additional responsibilities for local governments in managing 
and reporting these assets.

What is a capital asset?
Capital assets are long-lived items with a useful life extending 
beyond a typical one-year reporting period. These assets 
include land, easements, buildings, machinery, equipment, and 
infrastructure such as water and sewer systems. Capital assets 
are recorded at their historical cost and are depreciated over 
their useful lives, except for land, which is not depreciated.

Best practices for capital asset management
1) Establishing a comprehensive asset inventory
Maintaining a comprehensive asset inventory is crucial for 
effective capital asset management. This inventory should 
include detailed records of all capital assets, including 
acquisition dates, costs, estimated useful lives and current 
conditions. Clear and specific descriptions are essential when 
documenting to ensure they can be easily identified and 
correlated with financial records in the future. For instance, 
vague labels like “2024 building improvements” should be 
avoided.

When acquiring new capital assets, capital outlay 
expenditures must be recorded in account 970 (or accounts 
971 through 989 for more detail). By using this account, you 
comply with the state chart of accounts and can more easily 
identify capital assets to be added to the township’s inventory.

Additionally, the inventory should be regularly updated as 
assets are disposed of or replaced.

2) Conducting regular condition assessments
Regular maintenance is key to extending the useful life of 
capital assets and minimizing the total cost of ownership. 
Townships should hire professionals to conduct condition 
assessments of their capital assets. Proactive maintenance, 
guided by these assessments, can prevent costly emergency 
repairs and ensure the longevity of assets. 

3) Implementing a capital improvement plan
After investing in capital assets, the township is responsible 

for maintaining and eventually replacing them. One way 
to accomplish this is by developing a capital improvement 
plan (CIP). By developing and using a CIP, townships 
can allocate funds efficiently, ensuring that capital assets 
are maintained and improved in a planned—rather than 
reactive—manner.

4) Financial planning and reserve funds
Following the assessment of capital assets and developing 
a CIP, financial planning for asset replacement becomes 
essential. Establishing reserve funds dedicated to capital asset 
maintenance and replacement helps ensure that resources 
are available when significant expenditures are required. 
Township boards can commit a portion of the township’s 
unrestricted fund balances to future capital projects, creating 
financial stability.

Reviewing and updating the capital asset threshold
When GASB 34 was implemented in 2003, many local 
governments set a minimum capital asset threshold of 
$5,000. This threshold determines which assets must be 
tracked and depreciated on financial statements. However, 
it may be time to consider raising this threshold to a more 
appropriate level due to inflation.

Townships should work with their auditors to review and 
update their capital asset policies. Depending on specific 
circumstances, increasing the threshold to $7,500 or $10,000 
may be appropriate. A higher threshold can streamline asset 
management by reducing the number of assets that need to 
be tracked, ultimately saving time and resources.

Best practices for managing township  
capital assets

financial forum Rod Taylor, Senior Governmental 
Consultant, Maner Costerisan
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Special thanks to our 2024 Summit sponsors

Information & Skills for  
Effective Leadership

MTA’s UP North Summit is a biennial success

More than 100 township officials, guests, speakers, MTA staff, 
legislators and vendors gathered in July for our biennial UP North 
Summit, a two-day event that allows our northern Michigan and 

Upper Peninsula township leaders—and others from around the state—to 
gather for a celebrated opportunity to learn and network together. 

According to both the hallway chatter and attendee 
comments after the event, the Summit—held July 23-24 at 
the Island Resort and Conference Center in Harris—was a 
welcome opportunity for officials to hear important updates 
and receive targeted education. Attendees “enjoyed the 
chance to meet with other local officials and the dialogue 
between us,” one noted, while others proclaimed that they 
“learned from every session I was in,” finding the event “very 
inspirational” and “extremely informational.”

Among the eight breakout sessions on timely topics were 
an update on the “State of the U.P. Fire Service” from the 
state fire marshal and insights into “Managing Meeting 
Disruptors” from MTA legal counsel. An elections update—
targeted at what board members need to know about recent 
changes—as well as a legislative update and overview of local 
ordinances were also in the lineup. The educational offerings 
“presented information that will really help the board to 
work together, and understand we’re not just a monthly get 
together,” said one attendee.

In addition to MTA leadership on hand to welcome 
attendees, including 2024 President Connie Cargill and  
MTA Executive Director Neil Sheridan, the event connected 
attendees with lawmakers representing northern Michigan 
and the Upper Peninsula—Sens. John Damoose (R-Harbor 
Springs) and Ed McBroom (R-Vulcan), and Reps. Jenn Hill 
(D-Marquette), Greg Markkanen (R-Hancock) and David 
Prestin (R-Cedar River), as well as local government finance 
and outdoor recreation experts, and others. Along with a sold-
out “Northern Market” mini-expo, attendees were treated to 
a “Game Night” evening event, with dinner, Bingo and other 
games, and a local band to continue the time of camaraderie. 

Join with your township peers at our Regional Meetings 
coming to five locations around the state this month and in 
October (turn to page 25 for details) and watch for information 
in the upcoming months about our next two-day learning 
and networking events—our Professional Development 
Retreats, one for each elected office and for the planning and 
zoning team, coming in 2025.
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 MICHIGAN 
TOWNSHIPS

ASSOCIATION

upcoming MTA workshop
REGISTRATION INFORMATION

Emerging Issues in Emergency Services
A community that’s truly prepared is one that’s always looking ahead.  
This rings especially true in today’s era of new and emerging threats.  
MTA can help you stay on top of the hot issues facing your fire department  
and emergency services personnel. Township board members, fire officials  
and anyone serving on your emergency services team are welcome to attend  
this insightful event designed to provide both an update and a better 
understanding of current challenges.  

This ever-popular annual event continues to grow. We’re pleased to announce 
we’ve added a second location! Join MTA as we team up with the state’s  
leading experts for this full-day event coming to the Bavarian Inn Lodge in 
Frankenmuth on Sept. 10 and the Evergreen Resort in Cadillac on Sept. 12. 

Topics include:
• An update from the Bureau of Fire Services, led by State Fire Marshal Kevin Sehlmeyer 
• Insights from the state Bureau of Emergency Preparedness, led by the Division Director of EMS and
 Systems of Care Emily Bergquist
• An insightful session on the impact of battery storage systems and electric vehicles, led by Brighton Area  

Fire Authority Chief Michael O’Brian
• Critical Incident Stress Management and Support, led by Two The Rescue Cofounder Mike Wierenga
• Recruitment, retention and the changing demographic of the new generation, led by Kirtland Community College 

Fire Instructor Ray Wlosinski, training coordinator from the Michigan Office of Fire Fighter Training

The event is held from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., and includes a continental breakfast and lunch. 

E m e r g i n g  I s s u e s  i n  E M S  R e g i s t r a t i o n  F o r m

Payment options
 Check enclosed (payable to MTA)  OR   Invoice my township (members only)

 Charge to: (circle one)                       MasterCard                            VISA   
                              

Card #                                                                                                         Expires

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

Which location will you attend?

 Sept. 10: Frankenmuth
 Sept. 12: Cadillac

 Registration Rate*: $175/person     

 ______ (# registrants)  x   $______ (rate) = $________
 
                  AMOUNT ENCLOSED    =  $________ 

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

Send completed registration form to MTA, P.O. Box 80078, Lansing, MI 48908-0078,
fax to (517) 321-8908 or email rebecca@michigantownships.org. Need event registration assistance?

Call (517) 321-6467, ext. 226. For other event-related questions, call (517) 321-6467, ext. 234.

Visit https://bit.ly/MTALearning for cancellation, substitution  
and switching policy. Confirmations will be sent via email to 

individual registrants. To add or update an email, contact MTA at 
(517) 321-6467, ext. 231 or email database@michigantownships.org.

Thanks to event sponsor: 
Learn more about Northwood University’s Public Safety & Law Enforcement 
degree completion pathways at 8:45 a.m. before the class begins. Visit 
https://online.northwood.edu/public-safety for program details.

_______________________________________________________________   
Township & County

_______________________________________________________________  
Name & Title

_______________________________________________________________
Name & Title

_______________________________________________________________
Name & Title
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REGISTRATION INFORMATION

MTA Regional Meetings bring knowledge, networking
As an MTA member, you belong to the largest community of local government  
officials in the state. Connect with that vital community—as well as MTA staff  
and other municipal experts—to discuss the latest issues affecting townships at  
our fall Regional Meetings series.
The morning features an insightful general session with MTA legal counsel, 
shedding light on the latest in renewable energy reform and implementation 
of Public Act 233 of 2023, which takes effect in November. We’ll also explore 
legislative efforts underway in Lansing—and how they impact your township— 
as we move into the lame-duck season. Afternoon breakouts include:  
You Did What?!—Join us for a roller coaster ride through the legal pitfalls of  
municipal oopsie-daisies. We’ll unravel a broad range of activities and actions  
taken by townships that are unlawful or present legal pitfalls. Save your  
township time (and money!) by learning how to avoid these missteps, blind  
spots and traps. 

Smooth Moves: Mastering the Transition—Are you expecting turnover after the ballots 
are cast this November, or simply need a refresher? There are several  
requirements for the beginning of a new term, whether your township has new  
board members or not. We can help your township navigate the post-election  
pivot with this review of what needs to happen, when and how to manage it 
gracefully as we move into the new four-year term.

Top Trends for Township Parks & Recreation—Your township parks and recreation 
programs can improve the physical and mental health of those you serve. They 
encourage more active lifestyles, and increase property value and community 
engagement. Learn the latest trends for getting into the great outdoors and  
walk away with ideas for enhancing family engagement in your community. 

Dollars and Sense—Money matters in public service and being a savvy financial steward is key. So, what’s the most efficient 
way to keep track of your township’s finances? Dive into the dollars that drive your decisions and make your township tick. 
Review the hows and whys of your township’s budget, and the role your monthly financial reports play in this process. 

M T A  R e g i o n a l  M e e t i n g s  R e g i s t r a t i o n  F o r m
Which location will you attend?
 Sept. 24: Bavarian Inn Lodge, Frankenmuth 
 Sept. 25: Lincoln Hills Golf Club, Ludington 
 Sept. 26: Delta Hotels Conference Center, Kalamazoo 
 Oct. 2: Treetops Resort Conference Center, Gaylord 
 Oct. 3: Northern Center at NMU, Marquette

upcoming MTA workshop

8:30 a.m.  Check-in, continental breakfast and
   vendor showcase
9 a.m.   Meeting begins 
9:20 a.m.  Legislative lowdown
10:30 a.m.  Meet the vendors parade
10:45 a.m.  Vendor showcase
11:15 a.m.  Renewable energy reform update
12:30 p.m.  Networking lunch
1:30 p.m.  Breakout sessions (described at left)
2:45 p.m.  Dessert break
3 p.m.   Breakout sessions (described at left)
4:15 p.m.  Meeting adjourns

A
G
E
N
D
A

_______________________________________________________________   
Township & County

_______________________________________________________________  
Name & Title

_______________________________________________________________
Name & Title

_______________________________________________________________
Name & Title

Payment options
 Check enclosed (payable to MTA)  OR   Invoice my township (members only)

 Charge to: (circle one)                       MasterCard                            VISA   
                              

Card #                                                                                                         Expires

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

 Early-bird Rate*: Expires three weeks prior to event
    $125/person      
 Late Rate*: Applies three weeks prior to event
     $175/person     
 

   ______ (# registrants)  x   $______ (rate) = $________
 
                  AMOUNT ENCLOSED       = $________ 

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

Visit https://bit.ly/MTALearning for cancellation, substitution 
and switching policy. Confirmations will be sent via email to 

individual registrants. To add or update an email,  
contact MTA at (517) 321-6467, ext. 231 or email  

database@michigantownships.org.

 MICHIGAN 
TOWNSHIPS

ASSOCIATION

Send completed registration form to MTA, P.O. Box 80078, Lansing, MI 48908-0078,
fax to (517) 321-8908 or email rebecca@michigantownships.org. Need event registration assistance?

Call (517) 321-6467, ext. 226. For other event-related questions, call (517) 321-6467, ext. 234.

E m e r g i n g  I s s u e s  i n  E M S  R e g i s t r a t i o n  F o r m

Send completed registration form to MTA, P.O. Box 80078, Lansing, MI 48908-0078,
fax to (517) 321-8908 or email rebecca@michigantownships.org. Need event registration assistance?

Call (517) 321-6467, ext. 226. For other event-related questions, call (517) 321-6467, ext. 234.
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How we got here
Cannabis has long been present in society. Said to have been 
introduced to North America in 1606, American farmers 
grew hemp and advocated for its use and benefits. Hemp was 
used to make items such as clothing, paper, sails and rope. 
The works of Mark Twain, Victor Hugo and Lewis Carroll 
were written on hemp paper. An advertisement from an 1862 
issue of Vanity Fair marketed cannabis as a medicinal agent.

Between 1914 and 1925, 26 states passed laws prohibiting 
cannabis, and in 1970, the Comprehensive Drug Abuse 
Prevention and Control Act (later entitled the Controlled 
Substances Act) labeled marijuana a Schedule 1 controlled 
substance—the most restrictive category of drugs.

In 1996, California became the first state to permit 
medical use of marijuana. Twelve years later, Michigan voters 
followed suit, approving a ballot initiative legalizing medical 
marijuana, with rules for patients and caregivers; in 2016, 
laws passed for medical marijuana facilities and commercial 
sale to patients and caregivers. In 2018, Michigan voters 
approved a statewide ballot initiative to legalize the use, 
possession and sale of marijuana for adults age 21 and older, 
which was implemented by the Michigan Regulation and 
Taxation of Marihuana Act (MRTMA). 

Less than 200 Michigan municipalities—from Ontonagon 
County down to Monroe County—have opted in to allow 
recreational marijuana facilities in their borders. Municipalities 
were required to adopt an ordinance to “opt out” if they did 

Marijuana provisioning centers, grow facilities, processor facilities, 
research and development facilities, micro businesses, secure 
transporters, safety compliance labs, educational research facilities, 

designated consumption establishments, temporary events … local officials  
(and residents) in Michigan may ask themselves, how did we get here? 

not wish to host these facilities. Residents have the right 
of referendum to petition to put a question to the voters to 
overturn a township board’s decision to adopt an ordinance 
that limits, prohibits or allows adult-use establishments—or to 
initiate an ordinance even where the board has not taken action. 

The MRTMA, and subsequent state adult-use and 
combined medical and adult-use rule sets promulgated by 
the state Cannabis Regulatory Agency (CRA) adopted the 
National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) 1. NFPA 1 
is used by the state Bureau of Fire Services (BFS) in the 
regulation of licensed marijuana facilities for fire and life safety.

Where we are today
In addition to promulgating rules, CRA is the regulatory 
agency for cannabis in Michigan, including licensing and 
enforcement. The agency tracks marijuana plants from seed 
to sale throughout the entire lifespan of each plant. In a 
typical year, a single plant can be harvested up to four times, 
yielding around one pound per harvest—and turned into 
myriad types of cannabis products available for purchase at 
provisioning centers located throughout the state. While 
most Michiganders have likely seen these retail locations 
in their area or when traveling in the state, it can be less 
easy to spot grow and processor facilities, many of which 
are windowless structures with little fanfare or advertising. 
Proponents view the cannabis industry as a positive 
movement for the state, renovating vacant structures, creating 

Fire and life safety considerations with  
recreational marijuana facilities



township focus  |  SEPTEMBER 2024   27 

employment opportunities and providing a tax revenue for the 
local community and the state. However, with each marijuana 
product and facility comes production and creation—which 
also comes fire and life safety issues. 

BFS reviews grow and processor facilities as an “industrial 
occupancy,” which by definition (3.3.198.8 of NFPA 101, 
2021) is, “An occupancy in which products are manufactured 
or in which processing, assembling, mixing, packaging, 
finishing, decorating, or repair operations are conducted.” 
Notable to this, local zoning will not change the BFS view on 
how these facilities are reviewed; they will either be reviewed 
as “existing industrial” or “new industrial” based on previous 
use of the building. In grow facilities, plants are subject to an 
array of different lighting spectrums, from bright and sunny 
to pure darkness; are protected from insects and fungus with 
different types of monitoring systems; and receive water and 
nutrients, some with carbon dioxide-enriched spaces.

An important safety issue at the top of the BFS list of 
concerns is facility doors and the means of egress from the 
building. In the event of a fire, occupants must be able to 
exit a building safely. Furthermore, under NFPA 1, 14.4.1, 
a means of egress shall be continuously maintained and free 
of all obstructions or impediments to full instant use in the 
case of fire or other emergency. NPFA 1, 14.5.2 further 
states that doors shall be arranged to be opened readily from 
the egress side without the use of a key, tool, or special 
knowledge or effort for operation. Door locking and security 
are designed to protect ingress, but also directly affect egress. 
Facilities may have security options, such as multi-point 
locks that work with a crash bar to drop all points at the same 
time, exits left without door hardware on the exterior side—
making the door “exit only,” or other methods that only 
require a single motion to egress.

There are a number issues that local first responders 
should keep in mind regarding marijuana grow facilities: 
•  Buildings are often a maze of rooms—remodeling, 

alterations, room into room, dark
•  Entrapment hazards—webbing/netting creating a jungle-

like environment
•  Falling debris hazards—light fixtures, humidifiers, special 

equipment
•  Pressurized cylinders—both use and storage; while these 

should be chained and secured, they are not always found 
that way

•  Large electrical usage—multiple electrical distribution 
cabinets and panels throughout

•  Liquid bulk storage—identify when noticed (limited 
chemicals and pesticides used)

•  Secured points of entry—a majority of doors are access-
controlled throughout

•  Occupants—some facilities have sleeping areas on-site
There are additional first responder issues related to 

processor facilities, including:
• Solvents used in processes
• Pressurized cylinders (in use and storage)
• Improperly trained employees
• Unfamiliar equipment

In both types of facilities, it is also important for first 
responders to be aware of the unknown—what was added, 
changed, altered or removed since the last inspection.

An interactive map of all licensed cannabis facilities 
throughout the state, along with additional tools, is available 
at www.michigan.gov/cra. Facilities may also be operating 
illegally in your township, and there are red flags to look 
out for. Large electrical feeds that seem out of place may 
be a good indication that a location has a grow operation, 
including out-of-place air conditioning units, blocked-out 
or concealed windows, and security cameras, in addition to 
a strong odor. Illegal grow operations may be a plant-filled 
space creating a maze of rooms and entanglement hazards—
potentially with unpermitted and poorly done electrical work.  

Illegal processor locations are even more dangerous, 
with equipment used for oil extraction using methods and 
solvents that are extremely hazardous and flammable. An 
eye out for empty or full containers of solvents should be a 
required high level of awareness. These types of operations 
may even contain booby traps and unwelcoming occupants. 
Large amounts of cash may also be apparent. The CRA 
enforcement division can help deal with these situations; 
a complaint form is available at www.michigan.gov/cra/
file-a-complaint

What does the future hold? 
NFPA is currently working on a cannabis-specific standard, 
NFPA 420, which will be the future of fire and life 
safety regulation in the industry. In late May, the federal 
Department of Justice published a notice of proposed 
rulemaking to reschedule marijuana to a lower schedule in 
the Controlled Substance Act, which would have broad 
implications, potentially opening the industry to medical 
research and easing financial limitations and restrictions, and 
the possibility of decriminalizing marijuana. How high we 
can go, only time will tell.

Adam Dailide, Plan Review Consultant,  
Bureau of Fire Services, Michigan Department 
of Licensing and Regulatory Affairs 

For more information, visit www.michigan.gov/bfs, 
call (517) 335-4057 or email LARA-BFS-Marihuana@
michigan.gov. 
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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

Little Traverse Township 

Nestled along the eastern shorelines of 
Little Traverse Bay, the township that 
bears the name of the glacier-carved cove 

remains a picturesque community for its 2,600-plus 
residents and visitors during all seasons. 

Little Traverse Township (Emmet Co.) was 
formed after the county was organized in 1853. The county at 
the time was much larger, and in 1855, four new townships 
were created by the state—including Little Traverse,  
La Croix (now called Cross Village Township), Bear 
Creek and Old Fort Mackinac Townships. Meanwhile, the 
county board of supervisors created two townships, called 
Arbour Croche and Utopia. The Arbour Croche boundaries 
were identical to Little Traverse, and ultimately, the county 
supervisors used the boundaries they’d established, but called 
the new community Little Traverse Township—and Arbour 
Croche Township simply disappeared. 

Although the township is small—just 18 square miles—it 
includes notable history, and an exciting present and future. 
The township was home to a popular Midwest resort, Club 
Manitou, which at one time housed a speakeasy—complete 
with tunnels in its fortified basement to smuggle alcohol 
during Prohibition—run by the infamous Purple Gang, 
Detroit-based bootleggers and gangsters whose reach stretched 
to neighboring states. After more than three decades, Club 
Manitou became the nationally known Ponytail Club, one 
of the first teen dance clubs in the country. After opening its 
doors in 1962, the Ponytail Club drew musical acts from the 
Beach Boys to the Supremes, Stevie Wonder to Roy Orbison.

Today, the township—which hosts numerous regional 
services, including the Harbor Springs airport and county 
transfer station—boasts rural charm and present-day 
amenities. The township’s character is reflective of its 

proximity to the bay and Crooked 
Lake, and features state forest 
land, rolling hills and farmland. 

Efforts in the township to 
boost outdoor recreation resulted 
in Little Traverse Bay Golf Club 
land transforming into the 280-
acre Offield Family Viewlands 
nature preserve. This summer, 
Offield debuted more than 
five miles of mountain biking 
trails winding through forested 
hills, with optional drops, jumps and more features that are 
popular amongst riders. The new trail, along with miles of 
additional trails along old golf cart paths, are available for 
walkers, offering beautiful views of Little Traverse Bay and 
the Inland Waterway. An accessible platform invites visitors 
to fish and enjoy the views of the area’s pond. 

Additional outdoor access abounds, including Little 
Traverse Township Park, which includes a sandy beach, 
picnic area and a boat launch on Crooked Lake that is 
the starting point of the navigable portion of the Inland 
Waterway. With its location and charm, Little Traverse 
Township allows residents and visitors to enjoy the abundant 
beauty of the “Tip of the Mitt.”



Send orders to Michigan Townships Association, P.O. Box 80078, Lansing, MI 48908-0078, fax to (517) 321-8908, or email  
katie@michigantownships.org by Oct. 7. You may also order online at https://michigantownships.org/mtajackets/. 

Name ________________________________________________________________________ Twp. title _________________________ 

Township/county ____________________________________________________________________ Phone _______________________

Shipping address _______________________________________________ City, state, zip______________________________________ 
Cannot ship to P.O. Box

PAYMENT Must be with personal funds; township funds cannot be used to purchase jackets.

  MasterCard or Visa #__________________________________  Exp. _______  CSV _______    Personal check (payable to Friends of MTA)    

Signature _________________________________________________________________________

Questions? Contact katie@michigantownships.org or 517.321.6467, ext. 236. 
*For those ineligible to contribute to Friends of MTA, a portion of proceeds will benefit MTA’s Robert R. Robinson Memorial Scholarship.

MTA jacket—$99 Size Qty. Personalization 
+$15 Price

Women’s jacket

Men’s jacket

                               

Name print clearly (including any capitalization and punctuation) 

Optional: Personalize your jacket with your name, title and/or township for just $15!

Title print clearly (including any capitalization and punctuation)

TOTAL 

Township print clearly (including any capitalization and punctuation)

Show your  
township pride with  
an MTA jacket and  

support Friends of MTA!

Women’s  
sizes XS-3XL                     

Thank you for your service to your township  
and your support of Friends of MTA!Men’s  

sizes S-5XL

This black, full-zip softshell jacket features full-color embroidery of the MTA logo, with optional 
personalization. The jacket is water resistant, with microfleece lining, adjustable Velcro cuffs, and  
zippered side and chest pockets.

Order yours for just $99! A portion of all proceeds benefits Friends of MTA*, helping to support legislative 
candidates who value township government and forge positive relationships with state lawmakers. 

Price includes tax and shipping. Size charts are available at https://michigantownships.org/mtajackets/. Orders will be delivered approximately 
six weeks from the order deadline. Back-ordered sizes may result in shipping delays. No refunds or exchanges; all sales are final.

Fall order deadline: October 7




